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OUTSPOKEN 


Introduction 


Adrian Parr and Santiago Zabala 


WHY DO WE HAVE TO BE OUTSPOKEN IN 2023? 
HOW DID WE GET HERE? 


It is 2006 and Tarana Burke releases the phrase #MeToo on Myspace, 
a social network platform, to raise awareness of sexual violence. With 
its simplicity and clarity, the hashtag goes viral when actress Alyssa 
Milano tweets it in 2017, calling out the powerful Hollywood film 
producer and sex predator Harvey Weinstein. Weinstein is later con- 
victed of sexual assault. #MeToo goes on to become the platform for 
a global movement for the survivors of sexual harassment and assault, 
and for those who advocate against these crimes. 

It is 2013 and George Zimmerman, a Neighborhood Watch member, 
has just been acquitted for fatally shooting seventeen-year-old Trayvon 
Martin as the highschool junior walked to his father’s fiancée’s home 
at Twin Lakes, Sanford, Florida. Like many young Black people who 
have suffered a similar fate, Martin was unarmed. Tired of the repeated 
murders of Black people at the hands of law enforcement, three Black 
women - Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cullors, and Opal (Ayo) Tometi — ignite 
a social justice movement with the release of their hashtag 
#BlackLivesMatter. The Black Lives Matter activist movement shines 
a spotlight on racist violence in the United States, prompting thousands 
to take to the streets in protest. Black Lives Matter demands that the 
police be defunded and the savings diverted to marginalized communi- 
ties. With each killing of an unarmed Black person — witness Michael 
Brown (2014), Eric Garner (2014), Tamir Rice (2014), Laquan 
McDonald (2014), Sandra Bland (2015), Freddie Gray (2015), Terence 
Crutcher (2016), Alton Sterling (2016), Deborah Danner (2016), 
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Antwon Rose (2018), Atatiana Jefferson (2019), Breonna Taylor 
(2020), and George Floyd (2020) — the Black Lives Matter movement 
renews its demands for the overhaul of policing policies, the defund- 
ing of the police, and the diversion of public money to support 
marginalized communities. In less than a decade the #BLM hashtag 
grows from being a protest rallying cry with local chapters across the 
United States to being an internationally influential anti-racist social 
justice movement. 

It is 2018 and the international Youth Strike for Climate movement 
begins with a simple gesture repeated once a week: fifteen-year-old Greta 
Thunberg skips school every Friday to stand quietly outside the Swedish 
parliament holding a sign that reads Skolstrejk for Klimatet (“School 
Strike for Climate”). This uncomplicated lone action of a vegan 
schoolgirl diagnosed with Asperger’s syndrome sparks an international 
youth climate justice movement. It galvanizes hundreds of thousands 
of children around the world to join her in school strikes against climate 
change and to campaign hard for prompt and meaningful action. 

All three movements began with one clear idea that set off a series 
of tangible actions against injustice. Each of them was an outspoken 
response to a perceived emergency. All were designed to unravel sys- 
tems of power and privilege that discriminate, harm, and oppress 
underprivileged groups. The intermeshing of these systems highlights 
the way in which environmental and social justice issues feed on each 
other. Indeed, their very imbrication — and our blindness to it - 
constitutes the biggest emergency humanity has ever faced. 


Now, a mere two decades into the twenty-first century, the social and 
environmental emergencies that people are encountering the world 
over are reaching epic proportions. It is time to put the brakes on the 
dumping of human waste into the earth’s atmosphere, land, and 
waterways. It is time to turn around a global economic system that 
centralizes wealth in the hands of a few and results in massive inequi- 
ties that have forced millions into abject poverty and bankrupted entire 
nations. The time has come to end the sacrificial zones of refugee 
camps, the prison industrial complex, the CO,-laden skies, the destruc- 
tion of other-than-human habitats. It is not enough to recognize that 
the climate is changing, that ecosystems are collapsing; without 
concrete and meaningful action, disinformation abounds and species 
extinction continues unabated. 
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While any number of directly experienced emergencies occur daily — 
flash-flooding, wildfires, growing houselessness, scarcity, surging white 
supremacism, growing numbers of refugees — one of the greatest emer- 
gencies that life on earth must grapple with is more opaque and 
structural in nature. The greatest emergency is the absence of a sense 
of emergency. Normalizing capital accumulation and militarism has 
let loose an oppressive, discriminatory, and intolerant sociality. As the 
editors of this volume, we understand that in this context unspokenness 
has the potential to destabilize the gap between systemic and individual 
instances of violence; it can interrupt, interrogate, and ultimately 
destabilize violent modes of social organization. 

What makes violence structural is the way it works, and in the twenty- 
first century it works through displacement and slippage. A prime 
example is the way British Petroleum responded to the 2010 Deepwater 
Horizon oil spill that allowed 210 million gallons of crude oil to gush 
into the waters off the Gulf Coast. The company simply turned the 
disaster into a rebranding opportunity — “Beyond Petroleum” - all 
the while continuing to invest in fossil fuels. This slippery slope — pub- 
licly announcing an intent to move away from an International Oil 
Corporation (10C) to an Integrated Energy Corporation (IEC) at the 
same time as lobbying the US administration for drilling rights in 
the fragile Arctic - is not only disingenuous; it epitomizes the insidious 
ways in which structural violence operates. Violence in the twenty-first 
century is becoming increasingly difficult to nail down, to neatly identify 
and circumscribe, and accordingly be called out for what it is. That is 
the greatest emergency Homo sapiens faces. 

Being outspoken in our current context might begin simply by 
reactivating the human imagination, starting to envision alternatives 
that are more inclusive, compassionate, generous, and equitable. 
Galvanizing the imagination in this way could empower a speaking 
out against the authority that today’s modus operandi of violence 
holds over the human imagination — an authority that derives from 
its way of stripping the futurity out of the future. For the exercise of 
imagination is itself ultimately conditioned by futurity; it draws its 
productive and creative potential from an immanent reality, albeit a 
reality to come, which so far remains unrealized. As an imaginative 
undertaking, outspokenness is a political modality, in that it situates 
being within the future-oriented coordinates of the present. 

In today’s circumstances, being outspoken is both an act and a 
concept of plasticity, a mode of doing politics and an event that is 
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constituted collectively and in turn unleashes spheres of solidarity; 
it is a directive and an aspiration; a way of being and a means of 
co-creating knowledge — both an ontology and an epistemology. 

Outspokenness, as it is tackled throughout this book, is a mode of 
affirmation, a differentiating force that both sustains and makes room 
for difference. It is contingent, in that it changes over space and time; 
and it is through this state of contingency that the political promise 
of being outspoken arises because it means being less vulnerable to 
appropriation. It is resistant to being integrated into the market 
because as it moves it is not easily co-opted and turned into another 
function of the free market. As such, it contains within it the possibility 
for authentic emancipation from the ruthlessness that drives life under 
global capitalism. 


In the constellation of essays that make up this volume, each brings 
its own distinctive take on how being outspoken works in our con- 
temporary world; but in their respective ways they also have a 
philosophical resonance with each other. We have organized the 
synergies that have emerged across the anthology into three sections. 
Part One constitutes an effort to define our outspoken age; Part Two 
gives voice to various artistic, social, political, and economic engage- 
ments with being outspoken; and Part Three examines how an 
outspoken politics might work. Although we recommend that readers 
begin with the first two chapters, which set the tone for the anthology, 
the individual chapters do not necessarily need to be read in the order 
they are presented. 

Henry Giroux’s and Katerina Kolozova’s contributions offer key 
interpretive insights into how to critically examine the current social 
and political climate. Giroux’s demonstration of how Trump effects 
are more significant than any policies Donald Trump enacted, as they 
will “surely outlast Trump’s retreat,” leads into Kolozova’s distinc- 
tion between the illiberalism of the ethno-nationalist right and the 
anti-liberalism of the radical left, widening our focus from Trump 
and American politics and culture in particular. The contributions of 
Eduardo Mendieta, Francesco Pallante, and Michael Loadenthal 
respond to three different issues — the power of constitutionalism, 
the flaws of direct democracy, and the role of the anti-fascist today — 
issues that together are connected to questions raised by Giroux 
and Kolozova. 
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The essays of Thaisa Way and Amelia Jones set the tone for Part Two 
as they explore different ways of “being outspoken” through the arts, 
activism, and speech acts. Thinking about the future of design, Way 
highlights the important “contributions to spatial justice and democ- 
racy” that designers provide, and makes a cogent appeal to support this 
essential work. The “soul of a strong democracy,” she maintains, lies 
not only within the realm of institutionalized politics; the built environ- 
ment is also “foundational to democracy.” Jones makes a similar 
distinction between “art as activism” and the “arts as programming.” 
While Way “reinforces the neoliberal late-capitalist structures of power,” 
Jones advocates for using a “broader and a more appropriately perfor- 
mative concept” rather than a “global” art audience as a means through 
which to mobilize communities. These distinctions are also developed 
in the essays of Cleo Davis, Kayin Talton, Alex Taek-Gwang Lee, and 
Natasha Lennard, which together offer readers different collectivist 
paradigms of political mobilization. 

Contributions by Rosi Braidotti, Chiara Bottici, Jennifer Grubbs, and 
Slavoj Zizek make up the closing section of the book. Articulating a 
concept of “negative toxicity,” Braidotti describes a misogynistic pulse 
driving life in the contemporary world which finds expression through 
masculine rage, sexual violence, and transphobia. In this context, being 
outspoken constitutes a posthumanist feminism geared to support “the 
formation of a heterogeneous subject who forcefully argues that, yes, 
‘we-are-in-this-together-but-we-are-not-one-and-the-same.’” Bottici 
and Grubbs build upon on Braidotti’s insights, proposing an “anarcha- 
feminism” and “rebellious mothering” for the future. Meanwhile, Zizek 
enquires whether there is a “third way” outside the extremes of popu- 
lism and institutionalism. He concludes by turning to Greta Thunberg -a 
model for outspokenness — as a source for a reimagined communism 
built on the realization that “doing our best is no longer good enough.” 

If the volume’s contributions run across many different disciplines 
and perspectives, it is not because they lack coherence; rather, as 
“being outspoken” implies, it is intrinsically a singular process that 
operates by differentiation. As we can see, being outspoken is herme- 
neutical; it demands and requires all the help it can get in these times 
of political, social, and ecological crisis. Although the ancient 
concept of parrhesia or “frank and fearless speech” — as Michel 
Foucault’s late lectures showed — has always been central to the criti- 
cal function of philosophy and its political vocation, today there is a 
demand to intensify our outspokenness. 
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Now more than ever there is much to speak up and out about; yet, 
what exactly does being outspoken mean in the twenty-first century? 
How does it work? What is its transformative potential? Is it an inter- 
vention into the normative operation of the social field? Does it consist 
of a refusal to participate, or is it a form of engaged citizenship that 
works to transform the system from within? The contributions 
that follow, when considered together, suggest that being outspoken 
is a little of both. It is at once radical and reformist. It inaugurates a 
moment when you, or I- or we — no longer accept the displacement 
activities that divert our attention from the emergency shaping and 
informing our everyday lives. It is an affective happening of public 
exposure, an artistic instantiation that invokes another subject, space, 
and time by breaking free from the designated and politically sanc- 
tioned sites of social activity and expression. It is a mode of breaking 
free; it is taking up a burning flag - such as John Gerrard has pictured 
on this book’s cover — and running with it. 


PART ONE 


Outspoken Age 


Trumpism and Its Afterlife 


Henry A. Giroux 


The storming of the Capitol in Washington, Dc, on 6 January 2021 
by a mob of neo-Nazis, white supremacists, and other right-wing 
extremists, incited by then US president Donald Trump and his dis- 
course of hate and violence, provided a clear example that the United 
States no longer lives in the shadow of authoritarianism; it had tipped 
over into the abyss. Trump was not alone in creating a pretext for 
such violence. Prior to the assault on the Capitol, the right-wing media, 
especially “Parler, Twitter, TikTok and the pro-Trump message board 
The Donald,” posted messages incessantly “calling for violence — 
including the arrest and execution of politicians.”! Stoking the crowd’s 
sense of resentment and thirst for destruction, Trump repeated his 
delusional belief that the election had been rigged, urged his supporters 
to march to the Capitol, and told the unruly gathering: “You'll never 
take back our country with weakness. You have to show strength.”* 

His incendiary rhetoric of lies and calls for retaliation were exacer- 
bated by Republican politicians who actively promoted conspiracy 
theories and dangerous propaganda in order to invalidate the election 
of Joseph Biden. Some of them appeared at the rally just before the 
invasion of the Capitol and used inflammatory language to further 
incite the crowd. Rudy Giuliani, Trump’s discredited lawyer, for 
instance, told the protesters: “If we’re wrong, we will be made fools 
of. But if we’re right, a lot of them will go to jail. So, let’s have trial 
by combat.”3 US Senator Josh Hawley, in a shameful display of politi- 
cal opportunism, greeted the crowd with a raised fist as they marched 
on the Capitol. 

Under Trump’s administration, lies, ignorance, and a thirst for 
violence had taken an increasingly lethal direction. It had moved from 
violence waged against immigrants, Black and brown people, and the 


12 Henry A. Giroux 


poor to the violence of a right-wing mob attacking the police, rampag- 
ing through the Capitol, and occupying the House and Senate 
chambers. Not only did Trump advertise a call for a demonstration 
among his supporters but he also brought to the event a history of 
encouraging them to express themselves through violent means. 

What the president and the mob shared was a hatred of democracy, 
however fragile, and the discredited belief that the election was stolen. 
In the aftermath of the assault, he sent out a series of tweets support- 
ing the actions of the mob, after which he was rapidly suspended from 
Twitter.5 At the same time, the domestic terrorism that took place on 
6 January was about more than Trump’s lies and his use of language 
in the service of violence.° It was also about a new political formation 
called Trumpism, with its mix of white supremacy, voter suppression, 
market fundamentalism, and authoritarianism. 

Trumpism represents a new form of fascism in which older elements 
of a fascist past are recycled, modified, and updated. One example 
can be seen in the systemic lying of the sort that was both at the heart 
of Hitler’s regime and central to Trump’s rise to power and the devel- 
opment of his social base, though the latter expressed itself in a 
different context and through a unique set of cultural apparatuses. 
Historian Timothy Snyder is instructive on this issue: 


Post-truth is pre-fascism, and Trump [was] our post-truth presi- 
dent. When we give up on truth, we concede power to those with 
the wealth and charisma to create spectacle in its place. Without 
agreement about some basic facts, citizens cannot form the civil 
society that would allow them to defend themselves. If we lose 
the institutions that produce facts that are pertinent to us, then 
we tend to wallow in attractive abstractions and fictions. Truth 
defends itself particularly poorly when there is not very much of 
it around, and the era of Trump [was] one of the decline of local 
news. Social media is no substitute: It supercharges the mental 
habits by which we seek emotional stimulation and comfort, 
which means losing the distinction between what feels true and 
what actually is true.7 


In the current wave of Republican Party politics with its persistent 
lies about the election, ongoing attacks on critical forms of education 
(including the banning of books), curtailment of women’s reproductive 
rights, and intensified onslaught on civil rights, it is clear that Trumpism 
will be with us well into the next decade. As free-speech activist Samuel 
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Farber has observed, “the conditions that gave rise to his brand of 
noxious politics aren’t going away anytime soon.”® Trading on a 
politics of resentment, an economy of decline, Trump’s ability to 
conceal his links with big capital, and his alleged image as an outsider, 
Trumpism has emerged as a “political mood and state of mind, and ... 
movement” with a social base that “is more likely to endure than 
Trump himself.”? Kenny Stancil, a writer for Common Dreams, points 
out that one sign of the indiscriminate loyalty of Trump’s base was 
that: “Among Republican voters, 45% approve of the storming of 
Capitol, 30% think the perpetrators are ‘patriots,’ 52% think Biden 
is at least partly to blame for it, and 85% think it would be inappro- 
priate to remove Trump from office after this.” 1° 

Trump’s diverse mob of neo-Nazis and white supremacists, along 
with the conditions for the attack on the Capitol, had been building 
for years in the dark recesses of conspiracy theories, lies, white rage, 
backlash to the Civil Rights and Black Power movements of the sixties, 
and a hatred of those critics considered “enemies of the people.” = 
President-elect Biden called it an insurrection, making it clear that 
Trump, through his language of denial and incitement, had fanned the 
flames, particularly in the speech he gave before the mob stormed 
the Capitol building. This was Trumpism in full bloom, with its igno- 
rance, hatred, and penchant for lawlessness on full display. But it was 
more: it testified to the notion that fascism begins with language and 
ends with violence. The mob violence aimed at shutting down the 
counting of electoral ballots was reminiscent of the brutality of 
the thugs who roamed the streets of Germany in the 1930s silencing 
dissenters and those considered “other” in the deranged Nazi notion 
of racial and political cleansing. Trump unleashed his fascist impulses 
consistently through the language of violence and divisiveness, aided 
by right-wing media such as Fox News, Breitbart, and others. Under 
the Trump administration, ignorance turned lethal. Moreover, as 
scholar of critical race theory David Theo Goldberg has commented, 
“politics today is nothing short of a civil war” marked by divisions 
and disunity in which life for a sizable number of people in the United 
States has become both unbearable and dangerous. '* 

This is not surprising, given Trump’s post-march statement of 
affection (“We love you”) and allegiance to the extremists who 
marched on the Capitol. More specifically, Trumpism is the culmina- 
tion of a cultural and fascist politics that has been evolving and 
intensifying for years through the incitement of lies, conspiracy theo- 
ries, and the heated rhetoric of racism and war on the welfare state 
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and working-class people.'3 The acts of domestic terrorism in the 
storming of the Capitol reach far beyond the toxic personal politics, 
incompetence, and corruption of Trump himself. Such violence has 
a long history in the United States, and under the aegis of Trumpism 
it has been normalized as a right-wing populist movement, which 
Trump brought to the surface of American politics as a badge of 
honour. What is necessary to comprehend is that violence in 
Washington, DC, did not begin with the 6 January march; it erupted 
in 2016 when Trump seized upon and manipulated the fears of 
powerless whites and white supremacists who imagined themselves 
as under siege and oppressed outsiders. For four years, he incited 
violence through attempts to inspire and energize his white-supremacist 
and fascist followers. 

Every era produces language and cultural markers that offer insight 
into its politics, its values, and its vision of the past, present, and 
future. This is especially true of the economic, public, and cultural 
influence of the Trump presidency and mode of governance. 
Trumpism goes beyond the personal behaviour of Donald Trump. It 
refers less to a person than to a dangerous movement and social base, 
and operates as a social pathology whose endpoint is the destruction 
of democracy itself. As a new cultural and political construct, 
Trumpism merges a ruthless capitalist rationality, widening inequal- 
ity, and a commitment to white supremacy. These forces have deep 
historical roots in the United States. What is distinctiveunder the 
Trump regime, however, is that they have congealed into a unique 
political and cultural formation marked by an emotively charged, 
spectacularized, and updated form of authoritarianism that echoes 
elements of a fascist past. In the current historical moment, Trumpism 
has intensified and quickened the dark forces of hate, racism, ultra- 
nationalism, and white supremacy. 

At the same time, Trump merged the mobilizing passions of an 
updated fascist politics with the financial institutions and regressive 
values of a cruel and savage capitalism in order to undermine demo- 
cratic institutions and values. Trump’s presidency was rooted in the 
long-standing history of economic inequality, racial injustice, nativism, 
and war on the social state, while Trumpism as a social movement 
emerged from the shadows of history, revealing fascist elements that 
moved from the margins to the centres of power. 
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At the heart of Trumpism is a shocking political and ideological system 
of repression. It was created by a hateful, heartless, and pathologically 
lying president who, as activist journalist Masha Gessen argues, 
“taught Americans that no one will take care of us, our parents, and 
our children, because our lives are worthless, disposable ... that this 
country is a dangerous place [and that] we are forever on the brink of 
disaster and that no one will protect us, whether from illness or eco- 
nomic hardship.”'4 Trumpism has intensified this culture of fear 
through a variety of tools of repression — ranging from mass incarcera- 
tion, surveillance, and police brutality to a full-fledged attack on those 
who would bring reality into play and hold power accountable — to 
enforce a worldview in which lawlessness and political corruption 
have become the order of the day. 

Trumpism is an ongoing historical and political interlude dominated 
by a language of forgetting, moral irresponsibility, and the spectacle 
of cruelty and violence. In the oft-quoted words of the Italian marxist 
Antonio Gramsci, one might say that Trumpism occupies the inter- 
regnum between “the old world [which] is dying, and [a] new world 
[struggling] to be born.” Trumpism is the in-between or third space 
between the old and the new in which “a great variety of morbid 
symptoms appear.” While it is not clear what is being born, it is obvi- 
ous that the struggle between the forces of authoritarianism and new 
modes of collective resistance has taken on a new urgency. The symp- 
toms of Gramsci’s “time of monsters” are upon us. This was especially 
true as Trump was about to leave office, in that he defended the legacy 
of the Confederacy, spewed lies about the legitimacy of a free and fair 
presidential election (which he had lost), pardoned war criminals, 
corrupt politicians, loyalists and personal friends, and threatened to 
use martial law to force a new election.'5 

As journalist Jennifer Evans observed at the time, Trump may have 
lost the election, “but Trumpism is alive and well, along with the 
conditions that propelled him to power in the first place. At best, 
the post-election future might be one of regrouping and rebuilding; 
at worst, there will be more challenges to legal norms and truths 
by the outgoing president and the Republican Party.”'° As the enemy 
of democracy, Trumpism is a mix of a capacious authoritarian ideol- 
ogy, a right-wing propaganda machine, and a fascist ethos. Its power 
and influence far exceed Trump’s presidency, and it will not end 
with Biden’s. In its afterlife, it will continue to sabotage democracy 
in the name of minority rule, its only endpoint the tyranny of 
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authoritarianism. As an anti-democratic ethos, it has opened a politi- 
cal chasm in which any attempt to unify the nation seems almost 
unachievable. Trump’s relentless politics of divisiveness is a toxic 
platform for inciting violence, affırming a culture of cruelty, and pro- 
moting a politics of exclusion and racial cleansing. 

Trump’s ongoing penchant for violence was clear in his urging his 
followers to engage in “wild” protests when they gathered in 
Washington, DC, on the day Congress was due to certify President- 
elect Biden’s electoral college victory.‘7 His extremist supporters, 
like the Proud Boys, not only need someone to blame for their seeth- 
ing resentment of immigrants and Black and brown people; they also 
value violence as the only available cathartic remedy to offer any 
sense of resolve, emotional relief, or gratification. There is more at 
work here than a long-standing assault on truth, reality, and democ- 
racy. There is also an embrace of the more dangerous elements of a 
fascist politics with its regressive authoritarian impulses and its 
espousal of politics as an extension of war, and violence as the ulti- 
mate register of a battle in which there are only winners and losers. 
Trumpism makes clear that the forces of barbarism are no longer 
hiding in the dark; if they are to be resisted we need a new language, 
a renewed politics, and a sense of collective struggle. 

Trumpism is a cancer whose roots have long infected the body poli- 
tic. In the current age of brutality, it symbolizes governance without 
empathy or compassion. It is widely acknowledged that this aspect of 
Trumpism was responsible for the deafening silence that met the 
shocking and unnecessary deaths of hundreds of thousands infected 
by covın-19"° —a silence all the more appalling since those deaths 
were largely due to the bungling of an administration that chose con- 
spiracy theories over science, replaced the authority of public health 
officials with the opinions of incompetents, and lied about the severity 
of a virus that spread through the population like wildfire. National 
leadership vanished, both with respect to controlling the spread of the 
virus and organizing the vaccination campaign. 

As a death-dealing form of cultural politics, Trumpism further 
removed the government from any sense of social responsibility, rais- 
ing apathy, cruelty, and moral indifference to a central mode of 
governance. In another example, Trump and his sycophants and cult 
followers remained shockingly silent in the face of the murder of 
Heather Heyer, a young counterprotester killed in a Charlottesville 
Unite the Right rally. In addition, indifferent to human suffering, 
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spurred on by his white-supremacist senior speech writer Stephen 
Miller, Trump imposed unjust travel bans, enacted cruel deportation 
laws, and engineered the separation and caging of migrant children 
who, according to a detailed report by Americans for Immigrant Justice, 
experienced conditions described as “inhumane” and “horrific.” "9 

Trump’s election and presidency made clear not only that authori- 
tarianism was once more on the march, but also that a new and 
revised form of fascist politics had emerged in the United States, 
mimicking a pattern seen abroad. Of course, the seeds for this updated 
model of authoritarianism had long been germinating, especially since 
the 1970s, under capitalism, with its marriage of money and politics 
and its tendency to make corruption and inequality instruments of 
control. Under Trump, the merging of power and repression became 
glaringly visible, given his claim to unchecked power and flagrant 
acts of lawlessness. 

Under Trump, power, repression, and corruption were mobilized 
increasingly in the political and cultural spheres both to shape public 
consciousness and to undermine, if not destroy, any institution that 
held authority to a measure of accountability. Trumpism redefined 
corrupt power relations, flagrantly displayed immoral and crimino- 
genic behaviour, and unabashedly brandished the trappings of tyranny. 
As Gessen further writes in describing Trump’s presidency: 


In plain view, Trump was flaunting, ignoring, and destroying all 
institutions of accountability. In plain view, he was degrading 
political speech. In plain view, he was using his office to enrich 
himself. In plain view, he was courting dictator after dictator. 

In plain view, he was promoting xenophobic conspiracy theories, 
now claiming that millions of immigrants voting illegally had 
cost him the popular vote; now insisting, repeatedly, that Obama 
had had him wiretapped. All of this, though plainly visible, was 
unfathomable, as Trump’s election itself had been.*° 


Trumpism enacts a form of power on steroids. It aims to capture 
institutions of the state not only for personal and political gain but 
also as a means of redefining and controlling language, social media, 
and popular culture so as to empty politics of any substance, turning 
it into a spectacle. Under the banner of Trumpism, language operates 
in the service of violence, and all forms of criticism are relegated to 
the category of fake news, unworthy of serious reflection or critical 
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analysis. At its core it is a cultural politics that shreds any viable 
notion of shared values or national unity, reducing essential human 
connections to bonds of distrust and fear. It views the space of the 
social, the common good, and democratic values as a zone of weak- 
ness and resentment bristling with hatred if not a seething logic 
of disposability. 

Trumpism, however debated, has acquired an identity as a distinct 
new political formation, increasingly signifying an amalgam of power, 
culture, politics, and everyday life that combines the harshest elements 
of a cut-throat global capitalism with the lingering malignancy of 
neo-fascist forces that ranged from “white supremacist, white nation- 
alists, militia, and neo-Nazis and Klans, to the Oath Keepers, the 
Patriot Movement, Christian fundamentalists, and anti-immigrant 
vigilante groups.”** Molded in the language of populist, racist, and 
authoritarian nationalism, Trump’s reign gave birth to a tsunami of 
repressive political, economic, and social policies that moved from 
the margins of society to the White House and to state and local gov- 
ernments around the country. Voter suppression and border terrorism 
were embraced as legitimate policy measures. As the social state came 
under severe attack, the punitive state grew, with its ongoing milita- 
rization of civil society and its increasing criminalization of social 
problems. Children of undocumented immigrants were put in cages, 
walls rose up as a normalizing symbol of nativism, and state terrorism 
came to define the role of Immigration and Customs Enforcement, 
becoming visible in the use of military forces to attack peaceful dem- 
onstrators in cities such as Portland and Washington, pc. War, 
dehumanization, divisiveness, hate, and the language of racial cleans- 
ing and sorting became central governing principles and set the stage 
for the rebirth of fascist politics. 

Trumpism reached into every niche of civil and political society, 
cross-pollinating politics, culture, and everyday life with a range of 
right-wing policies, authoritarian impulses, and emerging right-wing 
movements. Right-wing militia patrolled the southern border of the 
United States; authoritarian forms of parliamentary state governments, 
wrapped in the mantle of democratic elections, waged wars on people 
of colour through voter suppression laws; and the Republican Party, 
mobilized by an unmitigated hatred of democracy and support 
for minority government, became the political arm of Trumpism, 
embracing the dictates of white nationalism, white supremacy, and 
an unapologetic right-wing version of American exceptionalism. 
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Increasingly, near the end of Trump’s term, party members voiced 
attempts to overthrow an American election on the basis of bogus 
conspiracy theories and no evidence of fraud — attempts that in some 
cases resembled sedition.** The possibility that the president and his 
enablers may have committed a seditious act was all the more resonant 
in light of their direct and indirect support of the actions of the mob 
storming the Capitol. This was the view that president-elect Biden 
appeared to support in a speech given in the aftermath of the “failed 
insurrection” when he stated that such lawless action “borders on 
sedition.”*3 The violence, racism, bigotry, and lawlessness that marked 
the assault on the Capitol represent the new face of a politics inhabited 
by “genuine fanatics and ideologues” who, in their blind loyalty to 
Trump and their own thirst for power, demonstrate that “cowardice 
is contagious. ”*4 


On one level, one could say that Trumpism emerged out of a crisis in 
transnational neoliberalism, which can no longer lay claim to demo- 
cratic values while concentrating wealth and power in the hands of 
the ruling class, accelerating wars and an unprecedented degree 
of economic inequality worldwide. While many critics have defined 
Trumpism in terms of its debasing, toxic language, and cruel policies — 
all of which are important issues - few have analyzed it as a 
pedagogical practice whose impact on political culture has redefined 
and reshaped the collective consciousness of the millions who 
embraced it more as a cult than as an ideology fabricated in lies, false 
promises, and authoritarian populism.”5 Trump’s egregious bungling 
of the COvID-19 crisis, which cost the lives of over 300,000 by the 
end of 2020, his “disdain for immigrants, for women, for disabled 
people, for people of color, for Muslims — for anyone who isn’t an 
able-bodied white straight American born male,” and his blunt 
embrace of ignorance have had lethal consequences. Yet, his actions 
have done little to undermine his base of support.”° In mobilizing the 
support of over 74 million Americans, Trumpism made clear that 
changing consciousness through his use of social media and right-wing 
cultural apparatuses was more persuasive politically and ideologically 
than the use of military force. 

What this suggests is that politics follows culture, and that winning 
the struggle for the hearts and minds of people is the first step in creat- 
ing the social base to support a fascist politics in which justice dies, 
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language loses its moral and critical bearings, and the right to lie 
becomes a virtue. Massive inequality has made the struggle to survive 
a central component of everyday life for millions of Americans. In this 
instance, what is at risk is not just the ability to fulfill basic needs, but 
the very nature of one’s identity, dignity, and sense of agency. 
Trumpism created a culture that induced a moral and political black- 
out, legitimated by a sycophantic, Vichy-like Republican Party, and 
normalized by a right-wing corporate-controlled mainstream social 
media. Trumpism is a giant pedagogical disinformation machine 
whose aim is to colonize culture and public consciousness, and under- 
mine any viable form of robust and critical modes of agency, 
identification, and solidarity. 

As a pedagogical tool and cultural force Trumpism is designed to 
reshape the public sphere by emptying it of democratic values and 
destroying the institutions that nurture critical thought and civic cour- 
age. How else to explain Trump’s reactionary call for a “patriotic” 
curriculum, and his disdain for the New York Times “1619” education 
project, which aimed to place the consequences of slavery and the 
achievements of Black Americans at the centre of the American 
national narrative??? One could also point to his concerted effort to 
destroy public education with the appointment of Betsy DeVos, a 
publicly acknowledged sworn enemy of public schooling and higher 
education.”® Unsurprisingly, the New York Times editorial board 
described DeVos as “perhaps the most disastrous leader in the 
Education Department’s history.” +9 

Under Trump, the centrality of education to politics became obvious 
with the growing use of twenty-first-century cultural apparatuses such 
as Twitter, Facebook, and Google, along with new media outlets 
such as Fox News, Newsmax, and Breitbart. These pedagogical 
apparatuses have produced a distinctive cultural space that furthers 
the marriage of power and civic illiteracy, and works to erase the 
crucial question of what civic education and literacy should accom- 
plish in a democracy.3° Favouring instant reactions and a culture of 
immediacy, the new-media and new image-based cultural forms have 
turned chaos, catastrophe, and collapse into a spectacle that offers 
instant gratification, along with a kind of “digital sublime” in which 
such platforms are “mythologized as both convenient and infalli- 
ble.”31 Flooding the media ecosphere with lies, misrepresentations, 
and dangerous if not deadly falsehoods, these new cultural- 
pedagogical apparatuses package hate and undermine the critical 
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role of intellectuals, journalists, experts, and other voices working on 
the side of truth, evidence, and meaningful authority.3* Regardless of 
design, one outcome has been to undermine and weaken traditional 
markers of freedom of expression and democracy. 

Trumpism performs politics as a form of entertainment and digital 
drama. It does so by transforming the political realm into a form of 
spectacularized theatre, not unlike what Guy Debord once called The 
Society of the Spectacle.33 As a right-wing cultural apparatus, spectacle 
of disintegration, and tribal ethos, Trumpian politics becomes an all- 
encompassing tool of propaganda using a pedagogy of repression and 
functioning as a form of cultural politics under the control of a cor- 
porate elite. As a reactionary cultural and pedagogical conduit, 
Trumpism undermines critical dialogue, shared values, shared respon- 
sibilities, and informed judgments, while promoting authoritarian 
narratives that disdain historical consciousness, critical thinking, and 
the principles of participatory democracy. In alignment with authori- 
tarians such as Hungarian leader Viktor Orban, Trumpism views 
democracy as something to be scorned. Its embrace of white Christian 
nationalism, racial cleansing, and anti-immigrant ideology evinces a 
deep hatred of liberal democracy with its notions of self-development 
and the self-determination for all citizens, enabled by access to rela- 
tions of equality and power. Hard boundaries, nativism, precarity, a 
culture of fear, untrammelled individualism, an all-encompassing ethos 
of self-help, and a profound unease make up the currency of 
Trumpism. Economic justice, meaningful solidarities, and the common 
good are removed from the discourse of politics and citizenship. 


There is more. Trumpism enacts, without apology, a form of historical 
amnesia that proves particularly dangerous in a world wrought with 
anxiety and uncertainty, and in the precarious present moment envel- 
oped by pandemics and plagues. Falling victim to a politics of erasure 
by government and corporate disinformation machines, historical 
consciousness loses its sense of critique, its context, and its memories 
of the value of individual and collective resistance in the face of sys- 
temic oppression. Historical vision, moral witnessing, and democratic 
ideals are obscured by a glut of misinformation, lost in a spectacle of 
political corruption, a plague of consumerism, a culture of immediacy. 
Bombarding the cultural and public spheres daily with provocative 
and explosive news, Trumpism produces a relentless tsunami of events 
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that crowd out the space and time for contemplating the past, while 
freezing the present in a fragmented display of shock and spectacle. 
Under such circumstances, the lessons of history are lost, along with 
evidence of similarities between an authoritarian past and an authori- 
tarian present. One consequence is that public consciousness of the 
need for critical reflection withers, as well as an understanding of 
the past as a source of critical insight. History, with its dangerous 
memories, it is said, cannot be repeated in the present - especially not 
in a country that makes a claim to exceptionalism and therefore argues 
that Trump’s behaviour is more performative than dangerous. In this 
discourse, the dark shadows of an updated fascist politics are hidden 
behind the claim that Trump is merely incompetent and that his poli- 
tics are inept and bear no resemblance to those of an incipient 
dictator.34 Conservatives who believe that the market is the only 
template for politics and governance refuse to see Trump’s rule as an 
outgrowth of their own disdain for the welfare state and the redistri- 
bution of wealth and power, while liberals live in fear of recognizing 
that it is neoliberal capitalism that poses the greatest threat to democ- 
racy and creates the conditions for the ongoing threat of fascism.35 
This view serves as a breeding ground for liberals who argue that 
Trumpism is a passing and failed anti-democratic exception to the 
rule. The historical record needs to be revisited, for instance, regarding 
the liberal view of Trumpism especially evident in the work of Samuel 
Moyn, who argues that traditional institutional checks proved 
successful against Trumpism. He also claims - falsely - that Trump 
provided a “portal for all comers to search for alternatives beyond 
[neoliberalism], and never provided a systemic threat to American 
democracy.”3° Moyn’s notion that Trump was anti-militarist and a 
champion of the working class, at least initially, rings especially false. 
Not only did Trump give the financial elite a $1.5 trillion tax break 
in lieu of funding crucial social programs; he also passed policies that 
promoted what Saharra Griffin and Malkie Wall, researchers at the 
Center for American Progress Action Fund, call corporate wage theft. 
These policies included derailing “an Obama-era plan to extend over- 
time protections to more Americans,” with the result that salary 
thresholds were lowered and “workers [were] denied an estimated 
$1.2 billion in earnings annually due to Trump’s overtime protection 
rollback.”37 Trumpism made it difficult for workers to unionize while 
making it easier for employers to eliminate unions. This anti-worker 
campaign also included reducing workplace safety regulations, 
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discriminating against people with disabilities, and weakening civil 
rights protections for workers. 

What is overlooked in this view is that Trumpism enacts the end- 
point of the historical failure of capitalism, which has morphed into 
a nihilistic death drive - a quickened call to ugliness, violence, and 
dehumanization — reinforced by market values that destroy all sense 
of moral and social responsibility.3® According to John Bellamy 
Foster’s Trump in the White House: Tragedy and Farce, Trumpism is 
not simply about Trump the bungling leader, a decrepit Republican 
Party, or a weak president, as Moyn, Jeet Heer, Cass Sunstein, Ross 
Douthat, and others have argued. Also missing in this view’s politics 
of denial is an honest look at the emergence of Trump’s undisguised 
authoritarian impulses — as are the mobilizing elements of a fascist 
politics that is an extension of capitalism and whose recent endpoint 
emerged with the violent assault on the Capitol - and on democracy 
itself.3? Trumpism may not constitute a fully formed fascist regime 
but, as Sarah Churchwell, Timothy Snyder, Paul Street, and Jason 
Stanley have argued, the Trump regime has consistently embraced 
the long-standing and malignant traditions of American fascism.4° 
Snyder dismisses the liberal claim, most recently advanced by Third 
Reich historian Richard Evans, that the fascist label does not apply 
to Trump because his ideology and policies do not invite a direct 
comparison.4! Snyder writes: 


These last four years, scholars have discussed the legitimacy and 
value of invoking fascism in reference to Trumpian propaganda. 
One comfortable position has been to label any such effort as a 
direct comparison and then to treat such comparisons as taboo. 
More productively, the philosopher Jason Stanley has treated 
fascism as a phenomenon, as a series of patterns that can be 
observed not only in interwar Europe but beyond it. My own 
view is that greater knowledge of the past, fascist or otherwise, 
allows us to notice and conceptualize elements of the present 
that we might otherwise disregard and to think more broadly 
about future possibilities.+? 


Scholars such as Moyn, Sunstein, and Corey Robin engage in a 
politics of denial, refusing to look honestly at key elements of fascism 
that Trumpism has mobilized. These include: flooding America with 
lies and launching a full-fledged attack on truth and science; enacting 
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racist fear-mongering and a politics of disposability; promoting 
extreme nationalism and celebrating an alignment with dictators; 
endorsing a discourse of winners, along with a list of losers and ene- 
mies who became objects of contempt, if not violence; labelling the 
American press the “enemy of the people”; legitimizing a culture of 
cruelty and dehumanization that normalized, among other morally 
depraved acts, putting children in detention camps; reinforcing the 
language of misogyny and xenophobia; and using a powerful right- 
wing propaganda machine to legitimize a culture of lawlessness and 
political corruption. 

What is missed by these centrist liberals, who often parade as 
leftists, is that Trumpism is the unapologetic face of neoliberal capi- 
talism that induces massive inequalities, manufactured ignorance, 
and appalling degrees of hardship and suffering among diverse 
groups of people who are rendered excess. It concentrates wealth 
and power in the hands of a financial elite. Moreover, it is the logical 
outcome of a savage neoliberal capitalism that colonizes subjectivity 
in order to turn people into isolated consumers and atomized indi- 
viduals willing to suspend their sense of agency and consider all 
social bonds to be untrustworthy. In this discourse, fate is solely a 
matter of individual responsibility, irrespective of wider structural 
forces. Abandoned is what Tony Judt, the late historian of postwar 
Europe, called “the thick mesh of mutual obligations and social 
responsibilities” to be found in any substantive democracy.+3 The 
logical outcome of this thinning of social connections that serve 
the common good is an individual and collective need for the comfort 
of strongmen — a default community that offers the swindle of fulfill- 
ment. Trumpism is a worldview in which critical thought collapses 
into what psycho-historian Robert Jay Lifton calls “ideological 
totalism.”44 Under the influence of ideological totalism, says Lifton, 
narratives of certainty are produced through a language frozen in 
the assumption that there is “nothing less than absolute truth and 
equally absolute virtue,” all of which provides the conditions for 
“sealed off communities.” 45 

Frank Bruni, an opinion-writer for the New York Times, asks just 
how rotten Trump would need to be for his followers to wake up and 
realize what a threat he is to democracy and their very lives. In raising 
this question, Bruni puts into high relief the cult-like and mind- 
boggling submission and irrationality that shapes the consciousness 
of many of Trump’s followers. He writes: 
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Trump was impeached. A plague struck. Tens of millions of 
Americans lost their jobs and huge chunks of their savings. 
Trump responded with tantrums, lies and intensified attacks on 
democratic traditions. Trump’s supporters reinvented or decided 
to ignore his coronavirus denialism, which made America a 
world leader in reported infections and recorded deaths and has 
had catastrophic economic consequences. They disbelieved or 
forgave all of his cheating: on his taxes, in his philanthropy, 
when he tried to extort the president of Ukraine, when he 
grabbed another Supreme Court seat in defiance of the Merrick 
Garland precedent. They accepted or outright embraced his 
racism and nativism. They shrugged off his lying, which is 
obvious even through the pore-minimizing filters of Fox News 
and Rush Limbaugh. They endorsed his cruelty and made peace 
with his tantrums and erratic behavior.*° 


Activist Coco Das goes further, arguing that America has a Nazi 
problem that will not go away on its own and must be addressed. 
Das observes: 


We have a Nazi problem in this country. Some 73 million people 
voted for it ... They don’t, for the most part, wave swastikas and 
salute Hitler, but we have a Nazi problem in this country as 
deeply as the German people had a Nazi problem in the 1930s. 
Their minds waterlogged with conspiracy theories, they take lies 
as truth, spread hate and bigotry, wrap themselves in several 
flags - American, Confederate, Blue Lives Matter - and use the 
Bible as a weapon of violence and repression. They are a gro- 
tesque expression of the worst of this country, of its ugly narcis- 
sism, its thuggish militarism, its ignorance ... They carry the 
torch of slavery, genocide, and Jim Crow terror. Gunned up and 
mask-less, they exalt above all the right to kill.47 


In light of the refusal to view seriously the emergence of an updated 
fascism under Trumpism, a more comprehensive critical analysis of 
Trumpism is needed. Such an approach should offer insights into the 
blind allegiance of Trump’s followers and the legacy of an authoritar- 
ian malignancy — white supremacy among others - that has resurfaced 
in American political culture. One necessary insight is the recognition 
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that any understanding of Trumpism as a version of authoritarianism 
carries with it elements of a fascist past that can easily disappear into 
a discourse in which historical similarities are dismissed. Robin, for 
example, goes so far as to claim that Trump was a weak leader marked 
by political incompetence, who failed in his attempt to change the 
political culture.4® This wild misreading of Trumpism goes hand in 
hand with the charge that those who claim Trump has resurrected the 
mobilizing passions of fascism represent what David Klion called 
“unhinged reactions to the Trump era.”4? 

It is difficult to take such a charge seriously in light of a range of 
policies enacted under the Trump regime that are as cruel as they are 
oppressive. These range from voter suppression and the unleashing of 
the military on peaceful protesters to savagely cruel anti-immigration 
policies and a politics of disposability that, as Richard A. Etlin reminds 
us, mimics the Nazi policy of “‘Vernichtung lebensunwerten Lebens,’ 
that is, the ‘destruction’ or ‘extermination’ of ‘lives not worth living.’”5° 
The effect that Trump has had on political culture in the United States 
is far more significant than the policies he enacted. The real damage 
and corrosive impact produced under the Trump regime is the assault 
on ethics, the rule of law, the normalization of white supremacy, the 
blatant disregard for truth, evidence, and science. Trump legitimized 
a culture and pedagogy of hate, dehumanization, uncertainty, and 
authoritarian nationalism. These forces will surely outlast Trump’s 
retreat to Mar-a-Lago, his Palm Beach estate. 

Moyn, Robin, and others make no acknowledgment of the centrality 
and the power of the cultural politics and neoliberal and authoritarian 
pedagogies at work under Trumpism and how they “get people to 
give up their ideas of freedom and civility [while] giving them a taste 
for savagery.” 5" Moreover, to dismiss critics on the left who describe 
authoritarian, if not fascist elements in Trumpism as unhinged is an 
egregious example of bad faith. Michael Yates responds to such derog- 
atory attacks on left critics of fascism, buttressed by the alleged 
whitewashing of the danger Trumpism poses. Focusing on Robin’s 
position, he writes: 


Corey Robin has been spouting nonsense about Trump for 4 years 
now, showing how little he knows about his own country 
[alleging] Trump was too incompetent to generate a fascist coup. 
But he has laid waste to the environment, the rights of working 
people, and the legal system. More than 70 million people voted 
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for him, and most seem to think he was robbed of a second term. 
They think the news is fake, all of it. He has by his denial of 
science, caused at least a quarter million people to die needlessly. 
He has brought to the surface, with a vengeance, extreme racism, 
and misogyny. Not to mention his hatred of immigrants, mir- 
rored by his fanatical followers. Robin appears to believe that 
the left and democracy have never been stronger. He needs to get 
out of his Brooklyn bubble and its shallow coterie of faux radi- 
cals and see the ugly human behavior that is out there and has 
been encouraged by Trump.S? 


That discourse of denial is an example of the lessons of history being 
emptied of meaning. This is especially true, says Bill Dixon of the 
Hannah Arendt Center, since “the all too protean origins of totalitari- 
anism are still with us: loneliness as the normal register of social life, 
the frenzied lawfulness of ideological certitude, mass poverty and mass 
homelessness, the routine use of terror as a political instrument, and 
the ever-growing speeds and scales of media, economics, and war- 
fare.”53 Moreover, the argument ignores the groundwork of forces 
deployed long before Trump came to power and says little about his 
massive use of Twitter, the Internet, conservative foundations, and the 
right-wing media to turn the Republican Party into a group of 
morally and politically vacuous sycophants. More specifically, it 
both ignores and underestimates Trumpism’s creation of more than 
74 million followers who inhabit right-wing populist spaces where 
“reality can be dispensed and controlled.”54 It also overlooks 
Trumpism’s ability to create cult-like adherents who ignore reason 
and reality, preferring the image of the strongman who demands 
unmitigated loyalty and ideological purity.>5 

The power of Trumpism in the cultural realm affirms the success of 
a new cultural/social formation. It testifies less to the issue of personal 
incompetence than to Trumpism’s success in shaping consciousness 
among large segments of the American public, and creating regressive 
modes of identification that strengthen once-marginal elements of a 
fascist politics and integrate them into centres of governmental power. 
Thoughtlessness and the collapse of civic culture and moral agency 
echo a dark period in history in which criminality and corruption 
entered politics and in which, as Stephen Spender wrote, “the future 
is like a time bomb buried but ticking away at the present.” 56 In the 
age of Trump, language reinforces the central fascist notion of friend/ 


28 Henry A. Giroux 


enemy distinction as an organizing principle of politics. In this 
instance, language is used to vilify those considered “other”; the lan- 
guage of environmental justice and racial sensitivity is silenced. More 
shockingly, Trump used language to imply a moral equivalence 
between peaceful protesters and the white supremacists and neo-Nazis 
marching in Charlottesville. At the same time, he employed the lan- 
guage of white supremacists to protest against removing Confederate 
flags and symbols from the American landscape. There is more at stake 
here than simply labelling Trump incompetent or ascribing his toxic 
beliefs and dangerous actions to his narcissistic personality.57 

Trumpism is a worldview that defines culture as a battleground of 
losers and winners, a world in which everything is ostensibly rigged 
against whites.5® This is a world in which potential unity is obscured 
in a right-wing assault on the public good, truth, the common good — 
as reality itself dissolves into a right-wing propaganda machine in 
which politics becomes “a plot to steal from [whites] their natural due 
as Americans.”59 Trumpism defines power as immunity from the law; 
and the most admirable representatives of power are those who are 
“triumphant and innocent in the face of every accusation of incapac- 
ity, criminality and unethical conduct.” °° How else to explain Trump’s 
pardoning of grifters, political cronies, and war criminals? 

Far from being the “almost opposite of fascism,” Trumpism paves 
the way for deeply entrenched legacies of hate to be passed on to 
Trump’s followers and future generations. Its goal is to destroy any 
vestige of democracy as we know it, however flawed, and replace it 
with a form of neoliberal capital unmoored from any sense of social, 
political, or ethical standard. What is crucial to recognize is that any 
starting point for challenging Trumpism and its fascist politics must 
begin, as Kali Holloway and Martin Mycielski observe, by “recogniz- 
ing the reality of what is happening ... how much damage is being 
done, how much earth was already scorched ... It’s good to remember 
the very big, very frightening picture before us, how far we’ve already 
come, and to consider what recourse we have with complicit and cor- 
rupt forces standing in the way.”°' As long as Trumpism is endlessly 
reproduced through the reactionary cultural workstations that gener- 
ate and distribute its lies, regressive notions of agency, hatred, and 
disdain for the truth, its afterlife seems assured. 

Trumpism represents both a crisis of the civic imagination and an 
educational crisis. Until it is understood as a cultural crisis rather than 
being defined as an economic and narrowly political crisis, Trumpism 
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will continue to undermine the ability of individuals and institutions 
to think critically, question themselves, and produce informed citi- 
zens and aligned social movements that can fight collectively for and 
sustain a radical democracy. There can be no democracy without an 
educated citizenry, and no democracy can survive under the banner 
of Trumpism, with its glut of ignorance, commercialization, concen- 
trated power, corporate-owned media, and illusions of freedom.** 

Gessen, drawing upon history, argues that Trump’s electoral defeat 
offered a choice “between two paths: the path of reckoning and the 
path of forgetting.” °3 The price of forgetting, says Gessen, is too high 
and would leave in place a rationale for giving immunity to terror, 
lawlessness, and corruption. To avoid becoming complicit with the 
crimes of Trumpism, it is necessary to put in place a national project — 
which would include investigations, hearings, court trials, public 
assemblies, journalistic inquiries, and other invented formats — to 
hold accountable those who committed crimes under the Trump 
regime, including, I would hope, those individuals and politicians 
who advocated sedition by claiming voter fraud and attempting to 
overturn the results of the 2020 election.°4 Georgetown University 
professor Neal Katyal goes further, arguing that Trump should be 
impeached again for trying to illegally overturn the election; the hope 
would be that he would then be barred from holding any political 
office in the future. 


Impeaching Trump was a step forward in holding him accountable, 
but he did not act alone. The broader forces aligned with his ongoing 
acts of violence, cruelty, and lawlessness must also be held to account: 
the crimes of Wall Street, the right-wing extremist media conglomer- 
ates who lied about the election, and the financial elite who provided 
the funds for Trump’s political and cultural workstations of denial, 
diversion, and falsehood. The force that Trump deployed to stay in 
power did not take place in a vacuum. The governing principles of 
genocide, militarism, and violence have a long history and should also 
be on trial as a moment of self-reckoning in a time of political and 
ethical crisis. It is impossible to separate the attack on the Capitol 
from Trump’s language of violence or from the systemic violence 
characteristic of neoliberal governance in the United States. As 
intellectual historian Charles H. Clavey observes, violence is a core 
principle of Trumpism: 
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At the very heart of Trumpism ... stands the threat of violence: 
the agitator’s constant promise that his followers will visit 
revenge — in the form of physical harm, political persecution, 
and social sanction — on those who, they believe, demonized, 
and excluded them. Violence is both the animating principle 

of Trumpism and one of Trump’s most powerful tools. Trump’s 
most fervent followers, from QAnon conspiracists to white 
nationalists, glory in the conviction that arrests of prominent 
Democrats, purges of pedophiles, and pitched street battles 
against the left are just around the corner. From his assertion 
that there were “good people on both sides” at Charlottesville to 
his order that the Proud Boys “stand back and stand by,” Trump 
[showed], time and again, that there is no Trumpism without 
violence. During an October rally in Michigan, Trump casually 
remarked that there is “something beautiful” about watching 
protestors get “pushed around” by the National Guard. “You 
people get it,” he told his loyal followers. “You probably get it 
better than I do.”°5 


It is astonishing that, in the face of Trump’s attempt to overthrow 
the election — which closely resembled the actions of authoritarian 
regimes around the world - so many academics were resoundingly 
silent about America being at the tipping point of becoming a full- 
fledged authoritarian regime. New York Times journalist Peter Baker 
did not miss the threat of authoritarianism posed by Trump’s actions 
in his attempt to overturn an election he decisively lost, even entertain- 
ing the use of martial law to do so. Quoting Ruth Ben-Ghiat, author 
of Strongmen: From Mussolini to the Present, Baker writes: 


Mr. Trump’s efforts ring familiar to many who have studied 
authoritarian regimes in countries around the world, like those 
run by President Vladimir V. Putin in Russia and Prime Minister 
Viktor Orban in Hungary. “Trump’s attempt to overturn the 
election, and his pressure tactics to that end with Brad 
Raffensperger, the Georgia secretary of state, are an example of 
how authoritarianism works in the 21st century ... Today’s lead- 
ers come in through elections and then manipulate elections to 
stay in office - until they get enough power to force the hand of 
legislative bodies to keep them there indefinitely.” 66 
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With the possibility of instituting various layers of democratic 
accountability, conditions can be set up not only for a project of truth- 
telling and answerability but also for a narrative of remembrance in 
which crimes can be revealed and victims’ stories heard. Under such 
circumstances, the historical record can become an object of critical 
enquiry, assigning culpability and rectifying moral injury. Such reck- 
oning can also serve as an educational and learning project in which 
the lessons of the past can create the conditions for connecting educa- 
tion to democratic values, relations, goals, and a redemptive notion 
of equity and inclusion. Desmond Tutu, in his opening remarks before 
the convening of South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
in 1996, rightly invoked the power of historical memory and the need 
to bear witness in the fight against tyranny: “We are charged to 
unearth the truth about our dark past, to lay the ghosts of the past 
to rest so that they will not return to haunt us.” °7 Education, with its 
power of reason and its search for truth and justice, is one mechanism 
for learning from the past and resisting the ghosts ready to re-emerge 
in the present. 

The devaluation of the public good, the continued growth of neo- 
liberalism’s “disimagination machines,” the individualizing of social 
problems, a collective indifference to the rise of the punitive state, the 
repression of historical consciousness, the failure to engage honestly 
with the full scope of America’s racist history, and the crushing role 
of racial and economic inequality — all these are fundamentally 
educational issues. They speak powerfully to the task of changing 
consciousness by dismantling the depoliticizing forces that render the 
current social order a world without alternatives. This means, in part, 
that intellectuals, artists, and other cultural workers must make the 
work they produce meaningful in order for it to be critical and trans- 
formative. It demands a revolutionary vision matched by a collective 
effort to create alternative public spaces that indicate the way common 
sense works as a taken-for-granted set of normalizing assumptions 
that prevent people from recognizing the oppressive nature of the 
societies in which they find themselves. The ideological tyranny and 
the cultural politics of Trumpism demand a wholesale revision of how 
education and democracy mutually inform each other. They need to 
be understood as part of a broader politics that can create a world in 
which the oppressed are heard and the voices of those who suffer find 
a public space for articulation. 
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Any movement for resistance needs to become more accessible to 
working-class people, and there is a crucial need to connect personal 
and political rights with economic rights. Only as a social state that 
guarantees rights for everyone can democracy survive. The question 
of who holds power, and how power is separated from politics — with 
politics being local and power being global — has to be addressed as 
a condition for international resistance. Neoliberal capitalism has 
morphed into a form of Trumpism which produces zones of abandon- 
ment where individuals become unknowable and faceless, and lack 
human rights. 

Under Trumpism, society increasingly reproduces pedagogical “death 
zones of humanity” that triumph not only in violence but also ignorance 
and irrationality.°® These are zones that undermine people’s capacity 
to speak, write, and act from a position of empowerment and be 
responsible to themselves and others. To counter this form of depoliti- 
cization, there is a need for modes of civic education and critical literacy 
that provide the bridging work between thinking critically and the 
possibility of interpretation as intervention. Critical pedagogy is a moral 
and political practice committed to the realization that there is no 
resistance without hope, and no hope without a vision of an alternative 
society rooted in the ideals of justice, equality, and freedom. 

Trumpism evokes the shadow of authoritarianism in the form 
of a resurgent fascist politics that dehumanizes all of us in the face of 
a refusal to confront its spectre of racism, lawlessness, and brutality. 
Trump’s impeachments were only the beginning of confronting the 
fascist ghosts of the past which Trump proved are no longer in 
the shadows or on the margins of American politics. The evident 
truth that the influence and legacy of Trumpism will long outlast 
the aftermath of Trump’s presidency makes it all the more urgent 
to reclaim the redemptive elements of government responsibility, 
democratic ideals, and the public spheres that make a radical 
democracy possible. 

In the current historical moment, the time has come to reclaim the 
great utopian ideals unleashed by a long history of civil rights strug- 
gles, the insights and radical struggles produced by the Black Lives 
Matter movement. There is a need to rethink and relearn the trajectory 
of history by considering the role that critical education and notions of 
civic literacy have played in producing a collective anti-capitalist 
consciousness. At stake is the crucial project of once again creating 
the critical agents and social movements that refuse to equate 
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capitalism and democracy and which uphold the conviction that 
ecological destruction, mass poverty, militarism, systemic racism, and 
a host of other social problems cannot be solved by leaving capitalism 
in place. Only then can mass movements arise in which the future can 
be written in the language of justice, compassion, and the fundamental 
narratives of freedom and equality. 
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The Ebb of the Old Liberal Order 
and the Horizon of New Possibilities 
for Freedom 


Katerina Kolozova 


It is not an easy task to explain to my North American friends that 
there is an ideological project that terms itself “illiberalism,” cham- 
pioned by Hungarian prime minister Viktor Orban and other 
notorious European autocrats such Matteo Salvini, Marine le Pen, 
and Jarosław Kaczyński, which stands for the opposite of what the 
declaredly left anti-liberalism advocates. It is conservative; it opposes 
migration, racial and cultural diversity, gender equality and diversity; 
it is populist, embracing strong and authoritarian leaders. This type 
of illiberalism, which is not typical of Eastern and Central Europe 
alone but has also taken hold in the west of the continent too," dis- 
misses values such as freedom of the press, freedom of expression, 
and academic autonomy as values a true democracy can and should 
do without. The illiberals uphold democracy as a political form devoid 
of liberal values. The “illiberal democracy”? repositions liberalism in 
the past, and by doing so it also frequently uses a language indistin- 
guishable from that of the left critique of “global neoliberalism.” 
European leaders of this stripe were staunch supporters of Donald 
Trump. One of their intellectual figureheads is the French philosopher 
and journalist, often identified as fascist, Alain de Benoist, who, in his 
latest book, Contre le libéralisme,3 mobilizes Marx next to the likes 
of Julius Evola and Alexandr Dugin in virtue of a takedown of global 
(neo)liberalism. 

It is never an easy task to paint this entire picture, in its rich com- 
plexity, to my left-wing North American friends and colleagues 
because they too have long despised “liberalism,” a supposed ethos 
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rather than a political doctrine itself. Certainly, liberal political theo- 
ries have been subject to their critique as well; however, in such 
discussions too, I have noticed, the target is essentially the presumed 
ethos rather than the argument of liberalism. The ethos is habitually 
identified in rhetorical tropes that betray a bourgeois reason — spon- 
taneously equated with liberal — whereas the “academic discussion” 
comes down to some references to the famous critiques from the 1990s 
of Kant’s autonomous reason and also to economic reductionism. I 
am speaking of personal exchanges here and cannot quote, but I men- 
tion them to illustrate conversations that might be familiar to the 
reader as well. 

Certainly, these North American friends of mine do not see their 
illiberalism as anything of the sort described at the beginning of the 
present paper — so they start searching for different denominations for 
a political project that has defined its purpose and named itself “illib- 
eral.” Those who would want to successfully oppose the autocrats have 
therefore found themselves bereft of a language to do so, since defend- 
ing freedom of expression, freedom of the press, and individual 
freedoms suppressed by authoritarian rule sounds like a very liberal 
thing to do. Matters become more complicated when one takes into 
consideration the fact that the far right have made appeals to freedom 
of expression too — even though, paradoxically, only to attack liberal- 
ism, and, by so doing, attacking the left for being guilty of liberalism. 

I was born and grew up in the Socialist Federative Republic of 
Yugoslavia, and as a high school student in the mid-1980s I became 
habituated to identifying liberation or true human liberty with the 
true communism my former country failed to realize, even by 
the admission of the Communist Party of Yugoslavia itself. As soon 
as the former Eastern Bloc in Europe, including the non-aligned 
Yugoslavia, was “liberated” from communism, our own Marxist 
voices, including those critical of the ruling doctrine, and the practice 
too, simply vanished. Admittedly, we were ashamed of Marxism’s 
failure. In perfect coincidence with this rising shame, we were also 
immediately exposed to a proper Europeanization — through the EU 
accession processes — and thus we embraced Western academia too, 
and ever so eagerly. 

We, the failed communist societies, admitted our moral defeat and 
conceded to the call-out of the post-Marxists such as Alasdair 
MacIntyre: “Marxism had failed morally,” apparently more so than 
the West. MacIntyre’s critical project seems to rely on all but Marxism: 
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Aristotle, Nietzsche, and very little - if any — Marx or Marxism, 
whereas his main charge against it is that it has remained “too liberal.” 
Therefore, when it comes to the admission of Marxism’s failure, there 
is an overlooked misunderstanding between us in the East and the 
“post”-Marxists of the West. Whereas we in the East believed for so 
long that we had failed because of the “bureaucratized and alienated 
state” and its suppression of the freedom of expression — its totalitari- 
anism, put simply — MacIntyre and his acolytes accuse our former 
political system/s of the opposite, of being too liberal. 

Let us note that MacIntyre’s premise is not entirely derived from 
the assumption that the mode of production had not moved away 
substantially from the liberal model (through wage labour and com- 
modity production, for example). His reprimand is that the 
underlying reason for Marxism’s failure is that the ethos of the former 
communist states, its morality, has “remained too liberal.”4 
Apparently, it is insufficient totalitarianism that has led communism 
to its “moral failure” (rather than a historic failure related to the 
mode of production). Sadly, the Anglo-American interpretation of 
Marxism’s failure, declared almost simultaneously with Fukuyama’s 
declaration of the end of history, has become the paradigm of the 
global “radical left” critique of liberalism — based on very little Marx 
and lots of Aristotle, as well as very little political economy and lots 
of ethics and morality.’ 

Then again, Marx and Engels emphasized repeatedly that com- 
munism was not about any form of morality, but rather about the 
social organization, cultural transformation, and perhaps moral 
revalorization that would ensue from an economy that would not 
be based on wage labour, as Takahisa Oishi demonstrates in his 
meticulous exegesis of Marx’s original text, reconstructing a unity 
of a rather fragmented argument.° The following statement could 
not be more unequivocal: 


The communists do not preach morality at all, as Stirner does so 
extensively. They do not put to people the moral demand: love 
one another, do not be egoists, etc.; on the contrary, they are 
very well aware that egoism, just as much as selflessness, is in 
definite circumstances a necessary form of the self-assertion of 
individuals. Hence, the communists by no means want, as Saint 
Max believes ... to do away with the “private individual” for the 
sake of the “general,” selfless man.7 
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Oishi’s reading of Marx on the subject of morality being one of the 
materializations — in the form of social relations - of the different 
modes of production leads to the conclusion that it is the socialist 
economic foundation composed of “associations of individual work- 
ers”® that provides the basis for a possible new ethics. This thesis is 
further explored by Igor Shoikhedbrod in his 2019 publication which 
proffers an important addition and further corroboration to Oishi’s 
main thesis.? It is important to note that Oishi undertakes the pains- 
taking task of distinguishing Marx’s enunciations and arguments from 
those present in Engel’s interpretations and offers the following 
formulaic summarization: 


The French version begins with “the capitalist mode of produc- 
tion and of appropriation that corresponds to it is ...” and omits 
the “free workers.” The present German and the English ver- 
sions were rewritten or modified by Engels. As far as we can dis- 
tinguish a mode of appropriation from its basis and understand 
it in its context, we cannot agree with Dühring more: “individual 
private property (as founded on the labour of its proprietor)” 
is negated by “capitalist private property (which rests on the 
exploitation of alien, but formally free labour),” and then by 
“individual property (on the basis of ... cooperation and the free 
workers” possession in common of the land and the means of 
production produced by labour itself)” = “social property.” 
Let us formulate this and compare it with that of Engels: 
Marx: individual property = social property + common 
property 
Engels: individual property # social property = common 
property.*° 


Oishi’s philological and philosophical reconstruction of Marx’s 
argument seems to me, as someone who was born and reached adult- 
hood in Yugoslavia, more in tune with what I remember my former 
country set as its horizon and where our collective post-communist 
self feels, at least predominantly, to have failed. In other words, more 
liberty would have been considered as bringing us closer to the com- 
munist ideal through the form of self-management characteristic of 
the latest stage of Yugoslavia’s economic development. Such spontane- 
ous interpretation or reminiscence on my part would be in line with 
Paulin Clochec’s brilliant analysis of “Marx’s liberalism,” which 
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manages to demonstrate that what Marx sought to accomplish 
through his critique of (bourgeois) liberalism was full radicalization 
of the most basic tenet of the liberal ideal, that of liberty embodied 
by individuals and collectives in an inextricable manner.'' 

The very possibility of criticizing “liberalism” and “liberal values” 
while having different and even opposing referents in mind speaks to 
the fact that the notion is multifaceted and embedded in different 
political doctrines. For example, Viktor Orban’s attack on academic 
liberties because they are “unpatriotic,” “sponsored by George Soros,” 
and “seeking to undermine European civilization” is incomparable 
with the Western progressive left’s critique of liberalism, which seeks 
to radicalize individual gendered and multicultural self-expression. 
Returning to Marxism, let us note that what Marx and his disciples 
have been tackling all along is the possibility of imagining freedom, 
liberties, and arguably rights (as well as das Recht as in rule of law) in 
communism as well as engaging in a critique of bourgeois liberalism. 
It seems as if Marxist scholarship has been able to conceive of some 
generic notions of freedom, liberty, and a sublated (aufgehoben) version 
of liberalism, emerging from the contradictions of capitalism and 
bourgeois society in a dialectical and historically determined manner. 
If such a generalization is inapplicable to the entire legacy - or to all of 
the legacies — of Marxism, it certainly is, I would argue, applicable to 
Marx’s own writings. I am basing this argument not only on the con- 
vincing exegeses of authors such as Oishi and Clochec, but also on 
Marx’s oeuvre itself, in particular On the Jewish Question, The Holy 
Family (co-written with Engels), and Grundrisse, among others. 

We are thus brought to the matter at hand and its context at the 
turn of the third decade of the twenty-first century: in an era of rising 
“illiberalisms” (of different sorts, as I tried to illustrate here in my 
opening paragraphs), and possible further suspension of rights due to 
the prolonged covi1pD pandemic and/or the recovery from it, are we 
not faced with the challenge of defending some very generic freedoms 
such as the freedom to move? How are we to do so beyond the already 
irreparable language of liberalism? Can we speak a new language of 
freedom and of specific yet rather generic liberties? And is it possible 
to do so by way of discarding the entire history of liberalism and its 
fundamental concepts? 

To be clear, I am not advocating unreasonable defiance of pandemic 
containment control. I am not saying that we should put our right to 
freely displace our bodies and enjoy social and physical interaction 
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above the collective health - my warning is that the pandemic may be 
abused in order to limit some of said basic and apparently generic 
forms of freedom. In fact, warnings of abuse of the pandemic for a 
democratic backsliding and imposition of authoritarian rule were 
sounded as early as the spring of 2020.1 We could say, therefore, that 
there is a twofold pressing reason to invent a language of freedom 
that will transcend the confines of liberal traditions, both their affir- 
mations and their critiques as aspects of the same historical given. 
Furthermore, Marx’s radicalization of the “liberal core” found in the 
discussions of the Young Hegelians, when taken beyond the bourgeois 
status quo and its material-economic foundation, provides the means 
for it, as demonstrated by Clochec.%3 

In order for such a radicalization of the concept to take place, one 
ought to create the conditions for the first prerequisite — the transfor- 
mation of the mode of production, whereby the means of production 
would be seized by associations of individual producers. If, at the 
present point in time, such a possibility seems utopian, let us recall 
that Marx himself argued that associations of free producers could 
appear within the capitalist model. Namely, in the first volume of 
Capital, Marx states that “individual private property” is “the foun- 
dation of small-scale industry, and small-scale industry is a necessary 
condition for the development of social production and of the free 
individuality of the worker himself.”'4 The expansion of the small- 
scale industry of associations of free workers would deepen the 
capitalist contradiction and ultimately lead to its resolution and to a 
transformation of the political-economic paradigm. Such very material 
freedom is premised on mere physical freedom of movement and the 
establishment of social relations. In order to achieve such freedom in 
our emerging post-COVID world dominated by a variety of illiberal- 
isms, we must re-establish Marx’s critique of the division between 
the dbourgeois state and civil society, which amounts to the state’s 
alienation from its citizens (who are relegated to the apolitical or 
post-political civil society).'5 The split at issue — and the problem of 
the alienated and alienating state - can be overcome by the social 
relations ensuing from the free producers’ associations developing 
into more than a mere technology of “administering things” (Engels)*® 
that submits to society as a self-management system of all socio- 
economic relations rather than the modern State.'7 

It is a historical struggle, but I see no reason to view historical 
transformations and progressions as necessarily linear. Therefore, 
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reclaiming a language of liberty in the face of rising authoritarianisms 
and the transformation of the mode of production could take place 
by following the laws of both “synchrony and diachrony,”"® as Claude 
Levi-Strauss put it. If the present paradigm is in crisis and the germs 
of new possibilities emerge from its very entropy, islands of potential 
exist on the economic plane as well as the plane of social relations, 
both of them seen as unequivocally material. 
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Constitutionalism: 
Jurisgenesis as Polisgenesis 


Eduardo Mendieta 


For every constitution there is an epic, for each decalogue a scripture. 

Once understood in the context of the narratives that give it meaning, law 

becomes not merely a system of rules to be observed, but a world in which 

we live. In this normative world, law and narrative are inseparably related. 
Robert Cover! 


The storming and sacking of the US Capitol on 6 January 2021 was 
no storming of the Bastille. There were no prisoners there, only 
elected officials preparing to certify an election that all credible 
press, election officials, judges, and so forth had confirmed and certi- 
fied was the most fair and legal election in American history. January 6 
was no revolutionary action, but a counter-revolution, and above all, 
an anti-democratic and anti-constitutional insurrection. The iconog- 
raphy and visuals of the insurrectionists leave little doubt as to why 
the crowd was rioting at the Capitol. Outside they had built a hanging 
platform; they had come to enact the “people’s justice.” Since then, 
we have slowly learned about the level of coordination between the 
then Trump White House and the MAGA insurrectionists. January 6 
was not a demonstration but a deliberate attempt at a coup d’état that 
nearly succeeded.” 

As events unfolded that day, some journalists and politicians 
claimed that what occurred at the Capitol was the work of Antifa, 
and that a double standard was being used vis-a-vis Black Lives 
Matter. Most people don’t know what Antifa is, or whether it exists, 
or is a movement, and whether they are armed or trained to overthrow 
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the government. We do know, in contrast, that many of the people 
who stormed the Capitol are part of white-supremacist groups that 
are armed and ready to engage in civil war. But, most significantly, 
the question has been raised: can we compare the BLM protests that 
erupted after decades of police violence against African Americans 
and Brown folk with the violence of alleged protesters at the 
January 6 insurrection? Are these movements comparable? Can we 
really think of them as analogous forms of “speaking out”? What 
is the platform from which we - any one of us - speak out, and how is 
that platform built and for whom, and to proclaim what with what 
means? These are the meta-questions presented to us by all insurrec- 
tions against all constitutions. 

The constitutions that were written in the aftermath of the American, 
French, and Haitian revolutions may have been responses to histori- 
cally contingent events, but ever since their enactment they have 
unleashed normative forces that remain in effect, still unexhausted. 
Those revolutions spread the mantle of the rule of law over peoples, 
which then became nation-states and slowly turned into constitutional 
states. It is because of them that, as Robert Cover put it, we inhabit 
“a nomos, a normative universe.”3 The violence, terror, and genocides 
of the twentieth century have confirmed the fragility of constitutions, 
but they have also demonstrated their unsurpassed ability to domes- 
ticate political power and pacify through juridification interactions 
among peoples, nations, and states. Arguably, since the Second World 
War we have lived in an age of state constitutionalism and the slow 
but steady rise of cosmopolitan constitutionalism under the guidance 
of the new global regimen of human rights.* Constitutions address 
one of the most fundamental problems of politics - and here we would 
do well to quote one of the best and still indispensable constitutional 
theorists, Alexander Hamilton: the problem of “whether societies of 
men are really capable or not, of establishing good government from 
reflection and choice, or whether they are forever destined to depend, 
for their political constitutions, on accident and force.” Constitutions 
affirm that governments are and ought to be the result of deliberation 
and choice, and not of accident and force. 

In what follows, I want first to briefly discuss some general charac- 
teristics of constitutions and constitutionalism by highlighting key 
elements of the US Constitution; then, in a second step, I want to focus 
on what I will call the de-fetishizing and de-mystifying force of 
constitutions. Constitutions unmask at least five fetishes of modern 
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societies. In so doing they carry out the secularization of all state 
coercion, transforming power into authority. Constitutions proclaim 
that all political power is the power of a community that binds itself 
to the rule of law. They enable “self-rule” (political autonomy), 
through “law-rule” (the rule of law), to use legal scholar Frank 
Michelman’s felicitous expression.® At the same time that constitutions 
are jurisgenerative they are also temporal devices that bind generations 
across time. In this way they are what I will call polisgenerative. 
Constitutionalism is as much about making law as it is about consti- 
tuting the political, the sphere within which peoples can forge a 
common future. 


JURISGENESIS AS POLISGENESIS 


Constitutionalism is the name given to “a set of theories, values, 
principles, and institutions that are concerned with the authorization, 
organization, direction, and constraint of political power.”7 It also 
names the tradition of “constituting” political units. In this sense, 
constitutionalism has a long pre-history, namely the history of gen- 
erating, authorizing, and binding political authority.* But before 
there was constitutionalism, there were constitutions, those written 
in the eighteenth century in particular: the French, the American, 
and the Haitian. It is for this reason that we should distinguish 
between two senses of the term “constitutionalism.” One sense refers 
to empirical, or historically given political conditions; for instance, 
the separation of powers or their absence. This sense is descriptive. 
The other sense refers to the making of laws that establish and autho- 
rize political authority; setting it up, for instance, that all law-making 
is subject to constitutional review. This sense is normative.? 
Constitutions, interestingly, are written documents, but they are also 
aspirational proclamations; namely, mandating that the constituted 
government will be under the “rule of law.” Thus, the empirical and 
normative dimensions are intermingled — which is why, where there 
is a constitution, there is constitutionalism. 

Constitutional systems have the following essential and indis- 
pensable elements: i) institutions that are granted powers that are 
accountable to the people; ii) horizontal disaggregation of government 
powers that sets the norm of a government that is self-limiting; that 
is, legislative, executive, and judicial branches of government, with 
their respective powers, limits, duties, and responsibilities; iii) the 
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submission of all delegated powers to the rule of law under the watch- 
ful eye of the constitution itself. Constitutional systems may also 
include some of the following elements, some of which follow from 
the prior basic three elements; iv) non-statist conception of sover- 
eignty, for all authority derives from the people; v) the imperative of 
judicial review which overviews the legality of the legislature’s law- 
making or executive action; vi) the existence, protection, and 
preservation of a “public sphere” that is independent from govern- 
ment, which may act as a space for public deliberation, as well as a 
space for holding government accountable. "° 

Constitutions, then, establish governments that are self-limiting and 
subordinate to “popular sovereignty,” while also ensuring that no 
part of the people subordinate others of its parts. Constitutions also 
bind “popular sovereignty” and thus, one may argue, they are counter- 
majoritarian. To quote James Madison, from “Federalist 51”: 


If men were angels, no government would be necessary. If angels 
were to govern men, neither external nor internal controls on 
government would be necessary. In framing a government which 
is to be administered by men over men, the great difficulty lies 

in this: you must first enable the government to control the 
governed; and in the next place oblige it to control itself. A 
dependence on the people is, no doubt, the primary control on 
the government; but experience has taught mankind the necessity 
of auxiliary precautions." 


Constitutional governments derive their power from the will of the 
people, and to that extent they are always limited by it; but constitu- 
tional governments also limit the will of the people by protecting them 
against themselves. Constitutions, then, generate, allocate, and limit 
political power by subordinating it to the rule of law, a rule that 
remains expansive and unspecified, for the constitution must also defer 
to the jurisgenesis of the courts. 

Madison’s “Federalist 51” is probably one of the best sources for 
understanding the virtues of constitutions tout court. Madison, 
Alexander Hamilton, and John Jay undoubtedly contributed to “per- 
suading” the American people of the virtues of their constitution. It 
is important to note that the ratification of that constitution came only 
after a long and very public debate, which to this date remains exem- 
plary. As Robert A. Ferguson argues in the introduction to his edition 
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of The Federalist, the affirmation and celebration of the virtues of the 
proposed US Constitution make up one of the “greatest American 
contributions to world literature.” '* Indeed, it is fascinating to con- 
template “constitutional debates” as contributions to world literature, 
as exercises in great rhetoric, but also as inspirations of both legal and 
moral imagination. For, ultimately, what constitutions aim at is estab- 
lishing just, equitable, and self-limiting political orders, or what Plato 
called Kallipolis. 

The US Constitution underwent a process of state ratification 
between 1787 and 1788, but it was not until 1791 that its first ten 
amendments were ratified, thus further delimiting a government that 
was already constituted as self-limiting. It is important to underscore 
that every constitution is, whether explicitly or implicitly, amendable. 
Every constitution has unleashed the power of constitutionalization 
through the process of constitutional amendments. To this day, the 
US Constitution has been amended twenty-seven times, as recently as 
1992 (ratifying an amendment first proposed in 1789!). Constitutions, 
it may be argued, unleash not only jurisgenesis but also something 
that we can call constitutional pedagogy, or perhaps better, the peda- 
gogy of law itself. It bears highlighting that the US Constitution was 
amended most expansively and radically after the American Civil War: 
with the thirteenth amendment, which abolished slavery; the four- 
teenth, which constitutionalized birthright citizenship; and the 
fifteenth, which extended and secured voting right to all citizens. 
The premier historian of the American Civil War and its aftermath, the 
Reconstruction, has called these amendments a “second founding” 
of the republic and a “remaking” of the constitution." It must be 
noted that while the constitution was remade with these post-civil-war 
amendments, it would take almost another hundred years for the 
promises of those amendments to transform the polity. It took another 
half a century, for instance, for the nineteenth amendment to be rati- 
fied — the amendment that in many ways corrected the bad semantics 
of the fifteenth, which did not specify that the right to vote would not 
be denied or abridged on the basis of sex or gender. 

Another indispensable source for understanding the virtues of 
constitutions, in general, is Thomas Paine, who, shortly after the 
US Constitution was ratified, took stock of the accomplishments of 
that constitution, which it may be argued are the virtues of constitu- 
tions wherever they are written and ratified. Writing in 1791 his 
Rights of Man, which has the almost-never-mentioned subtitle 
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“Being an Answer to Mr. Burke’s Attack on the French Revolution,” 
Paine summarizes: 


A constitution is a thing antecedent to a government, and a gov- 
ernment is only the creature of a constitution. The constitution of 
a country is not the act of its government, but of the people con- 
stituting a government. It is the body of elements to which they 
can refer, and quote article by article, and which contain the prin- 
ciples on which the government shall be established, the manner 
in which it shall be organized, the powers it shall have, the mode 
of elections, the duration of parliaments, or by what other name 
such bodies may be called, the powers which the executive part of 
the government shall have; and, in fine, every thing that relates 

to the complete organization of a civil government, and the prin- 
ciples on which it shall act, and by which it shall be bound."4 


Later, in Part Two of the Rights of Man, Paine will add: “A constitu- 
tion is not the act of a government, but of a people constituting a 
government, and government without a constitution is power without 
a right.” 15 

It is important to make explicit what Paine is claiming: first, that a 
constitution is “antecedent,” that is prior, to government; second, that 
government and constitution are different; third, that constitutions 
delegate and authorize different parts of the government, and most 
important, a government that acts beyond those limits, that is, beyond 
its legitimate authority, exercises “power” and not “authority.” As 
Ernst-Wolfgang Böckenförde, German legal scholar and former con- 
stitutional judge in Germany’s Federal Constitutional Court, put it: 
“Tt is a legal hallmark of the constitutional state in this sense that 
within it there no longer exists an authority that is the holder of sov- 
ereignty. Every state organ stands beneath the constitution, is a 
pouvoir constitué. It holds only those powers and competences granted 
by the constitution.” 16 The “constitution” is the pouvoir constituant, 
the fount and source of all political authority and thus, avant la 
constitution ce n'est rien.*7 To this extent, the constitution is its phar- 
makon - its cure, but also its poison. We can face what has been called 
“constitutional failure” (as the need for a nineteenth amendment, for 
instance, demonstrated) but as most constitutions have shown, they 
can be amended, and thus a new legitimate order can be brought into 
life through jurisgenesis."? 
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CONSTITUTIONAL DECONSTRUCTIONS 
AND FORGING COMMON FUTURES 


Thus far I have described in broad strokes, with reference to the US 
Constitution (which, notwithstanding its many failing and betrayals, 
remains exemplary), the power of constitutionalism, as both a 
descriptive and normative project. I would like to harness that power 
by rephrasing one of Immanuel Kant’s most memorable paragraphs, 
from the conclusion to his Critique of Practical Reason: “Two things 
fill the mind with ever new and increasing admiration and reverence, 
the more often and more steadily one reflects on them: the starry 
heavens above me and the moral law within me.” '9 My rephrasing 
would be: “Two things fill the mind with ever increasing admiration 
and reverence, the more often we reflect on them: the imponderable 
mystery of the cosmos and the rule of law that guides us in our fash- 
ioning a common future.” Just as the moral law is admirable, more 
admirable is the law that we impose upon ourselves as peoples bound 
by constitutions. Now, I want to turn to what I will call the de- 
fetishizing and de-mystifying force of constitutions, which I also 
would like to call “constitutional deconstructions.” I will describe 
five such deconstructions. 

The first deconstruction is of the constitution itself. Every constitu- 
tion is both a written text and an implied constitution, or what has 
been called the metaconstitution.*° The written constitution is 
beholden to the norm of the rule of law and the supreme imperative 
to protect the rights of citizens, and this means that its catalogue of 
rights is always underspecified and inexhaustible. Constitutionalism, 
in its descriptive and normative senses, then, turns out to also be 
meta-constitutionalism.*! The written constitution is a placeholder, 
so to speak, for the constitution that we are still writing. Every con- 
stitution is in an ongoing dialogue with its government, people, laws, 
and its own text. We can thus speak with Michelman of dialogic 
constitutionalism.** 

The second deconstruction is of the state. What constitutions con- 
stitute are not monolithic states, with political power radiating from 
a Hobbesian/Benthamian tower of sovereignty, but horizontally 
divided branches of “government.” Constitutions constrain and 
domesticate political power by dismembering the state into separate 
branches of government. Under a constitution it is not possible 
to proclaim either “I am the state” or “I am the law.” To this extent, 
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constitutional states are constitutional governments that are ceaselessly 
deconstructing and re-creating sovereignty.”3 Constitutional states 
are de jure and de facto administrative states.*4 

The third deconstruction is that of law. Law is not simply what is 
enacted and legislated; it is also that which stands the test of the rule 
of law and judicial review. Constitutions affirm the law, but do not 
sacralize positive law. In this sense, constitutionalism is a critique of 
legal positivism and the affirmation and endorsement of legal construc- 
tivism. Constitutionalism is jurisgenesis guided by the moral intent of 
the rule of law, and not a sacralizing or fetishizing of the law.*5 

The fourth deconstruction is that of right. In the same way and to 
the same extent that constitutions proclaim that law is law that is 
always in the making, rights are not what is spelled out in their texts 
but what remains to be juridified. Constitutional rights, in fact, are 
both under-determined and under-specified.”° Constitutions claim no 
rights without law, and law is above all at the service of those rights 
specified — and those yet to be specified - in the constitution that we 
are called to continue writing. Constitutional law is always the unmak- 
ing of law in the name of the rule of law and the rights of citizens. 

The fifth deconstruction is that of the “people.” Constitutions are 
written in the name of the people, for the people, by the people - to 
paraphrase Abraham Lincoln - but also “beyond the people.” 
Constitutions are written, not in the name of a past people, or present 
people, past generations or the present generation, but in the name of 
the “people to come,” the future generations.?7 The constitution, 
though written in the name of the “people,” does not belong to a 
“people.” The US Constitution, for example, was written only by 
slave-owning, property-holding, white, and educated males. But this 
same constitution was taken and transformed by former slaves, 
women, ethnic, and non-binary-gender citizens. As the constitution 
deconstructs the written constitution, the state, law, and right, it opens 
up the very question of “who is the people?” to demystification. Under 
a constitution it is not possible to proclaim: “This is my country” ... 
“my government” ... “my constitution.” For the constitution does not 
belong to those who wrote it, amended it, or continue to celebrate it 
as “a work of practical genius.”** At the most, one can love it, behold 
it, celebrate it, and defend it. 

To conclude: constitutions deconstruct some of the most obdurate 
and blindly worshipped fetishes of modern societies: the people, law, 
rights, the “state,” and even the “written” constitution itself. They are 
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able to do so because constitutions are jurisgenerative and thus tem- 
poral devices that bind societies across time by accumulating 
intergenerational legal and constitutional capital. The constitution is 
thus also the school of the people. One of the primary functions of a 
constitution is to ensure the staggered and disaggregated allocation of 
power: each branch of government has its own duration and its time 
of selection. Constitutions organize political power in a chronological 
form.?? In the United States, for instance, presidents are elected every 
four years (limited to two terms); Congress, made up by the Senate 
(every six years, with one third of the senate elected or re-elected every 
two years); and the House of Representatives (every two years), as well 
as the Supreme Court (life-term appointments). Constitutions are, in 
fact, more than chronological devices; they valorize and organize politi- 
cal time. To paraphrase Ronald Dworkin’s concluding sentences from 
his Law’s Empire, constitutions as an orientation are: 


constructive: [they aim], in the interpretative spirit, to lay 
principle over practice to show the best route to a better future, 
keeping the right faith with the past. [They are] finally, a fraternal 
[filial] attitude, an expression of how we are united in community 
though divided in project, interest, and conviction. That is, 
anyway, what [a constitution] is for us: for the people we want 
to be and the community we aim to have.3° 


The argument has been that constitutions construct a pedestal from 
which we all, and those who will come and whom we do not yet know, 
will speak, make claims, present arguments, and assert allegations. 
They will have a voice so long as they grant the same right, platform, 
and court of appeal to those who - naked, poor, hungry, children of 
former slaves, immigrants, and refugees — will also make appeals and 
cry for a voice. Thus, the children of our children, whose claims we 
cannot anticipate, can also ascend and speak out from the pedestal of 
the law. That is how those without voices will be able to speak out. 
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Direct Democracy 


Francesco Pallante 


In its pure form, democracy implies a coincidence between those who 
make decisions on political organization (the rulers) and those 
who have to obey their determinations (the ruled). Indeed, obeying 
the law and acting according to the law means acting according 
to one’s own will. Ultimately, the democratic ideal is an ideal of self- 
government, and its realization is the fulfilment of the human 
aspiration for freedom: here lies the appeal of direct democracy. 

From this perspective, a democracy, to be considered as such, has 
to be direct: if the demos (the people) does not hold the kratos (power), 
then there is no democracy. The people’s assembly, which acts poten- 
tially with the involvement of all the citizens, is the democratic 
instrument par excellence. The experiences of classical Athens and the 
Paris Commune - examples from ancient and modern history - still 
serve as powerful ideal references of a people’s assembly. Nevertheless, 
in contemporary constitutions, this institution has nearly disappeared: 
evidence of it can be found only in two small Swiss cantons — Appenzell 
Innerrhoden and Glarus — and in San Marino. Nowadays, the most 
widespread instruments of direct democracy are the referendum, the 
popular legislative initiative, the recall, the popular petition, and 
the primary elections. However, far from ensuring the people’s con- 
tinuous contribution in all political decisions, these forms of direct 
participation of citizens in democratic decision-making involve only 
occasional participation and involve only specific issues. On closer 
inspection, they presuppose an institutional system of the parliamen- 
tary type within which they can operate as possible correctives. 

The opposite of democracy is representation, as emerges historically 
from the contrast between the ideas of Rousseau! and Montesquieu.” 
Representation implies a distinction, not a coincidence, between the 
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rulers and the ruled: the representatives make decisions; the repre- 
sented obey. There is no necessary implication of coincidence between 
representation and democracy, since kings have always presented 
themselves as representatives of the people. Even after the French 
Revolution and until the introduction of the universal suffrage — male 
and female — parliamentary representation was not democratic. 

Thus, democratic representation — or representative democracy - is 
a synthesis of two opposing ideals: all the governed directly choose their 
rulers; hence, a representative system is all the more democratic when: 
(a) electoral law is proportional (and not majoritarian); (b) there is a 
coincidence between the governed and the voters (and consequently, 
political rights depend on residency, not on citizenship). 


The impracticability of direct democracy in mass societies has long 
justified the choice of representation. However, today’s information 
technology revolution has opened up new perspectives. The primary 
forms of social mediation of the twentieth century have suffered 
an overall devaluation. In particular, different aspects of the broader 
phenomenon of disintermediation? — trade unions, for instance, 
the education system, the media, medicine, science, and even 
parties, traditional instruments of political intermediation — have 
undergone a crisis of disavowal in favour of individual and immedi- 
ate political action* 

This phenomenon reached its peak worldwide with the triumph of 
the Five Star Movement in the 2018 Italian elections. However, its 
origin can be symbolically traced back to the political adventure 
undertaken in the United States almost thirty years ago by Ross Perot. 
The idea was to build a telematic network connecting every American 
citizen directly and continuously to the federal government. Thanks 
to this disruptive approach, Perot obtained 19 per cent of the vote in 
the presidential elections in 1992, becoming the most successful inde- 
pendent candidate in recent history. 

Analysis of concrete experiments such as Germany’s Piraten (Pirate 
Party) shows that virtual tools do not facilitate political participation; 
on the contrary, they reinforce the dynamics of real-life situations.’ 
That is demonstrated by the phenomenon of so-called echo-chambers; 
that is, the structuring of social media in closed environments whereby 
users continuously receive confirmation of their (pre)judgments 
by interacting exclusively with people who have the same ideas.° 
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In particular, two considerations reveal the nature of the Internet. 
In the first place, every individual is exposed to an overload of infor- 
mation. As calculated in 2008, people are “bombarded” every day 
with at least 100,000 words, far more than our brains can process. 
Having too many elements available hinders concentration and diverts 
our attention toward information more likely to evoke strong emo- 
tions and less complex to process. Indeed, we confront a paradox: 
information overload reduces the ability to process it but increases 
the need to make decisions. The result is that more and more people 
rely on algorithms, without exploiting their real potential: who goes 
beyond the first page of the results of a Google search?7 

The second consideration can be traced back to those who, as 
Evgeny Morozov describes, take advantage of the naivety of contem- 
porary individuals, who, intending to defend their freedom, end up 
entrusting themselves to private companies that pursue their own 
commercial interests by exploiting users’ personal data. It is an acute 
criticism that allows us to reformulate the objection of the impracti- 
cability of direct democracy. How much freedom do social media 
permit us to express? Which unconscious influences record, classify, 
and cross-reference our preferences? Who finds, selects, and prioritizes 
information online? Furthermore, how is the process performed? 
These questions narrow the “revolutionary” scope of the ongoing 
technological transformations. 


Donald Trump’s rise to the presidency of the United States is emblem- 
atic of the meaning of doing politics through the Internet. Twitter, 
Facebook, and other social networks proved to be perfect tools for 
someone who, after falsely claiming to be an anti-system outsider and 
demonizing the traditional media, built his enormous political con- 
sensus on establishing a direct relationship with his followers. 

The Cambridge Analytica scandal cost Facebook a five-billion-dollar 
fine, the highest ever imposed on a computer company by the Federal 
Trade Commission. It revealed how sophisticated the manipulation 
of users’ online traces for profiling purposes can be. Classifying poten- 
tial supporters and opponents with accuracy, especially in swing 
constituencies, in order to encourage the former and discourage the 
latter from voting, and knowing what beliefs, ideals, needs, concerns, 
and fears might lead them to decide one way or the other, proved to 
give an extraordinary competitive advantage for Trump. The social 
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networks themselves have largely benefited, as tens of millions of 
people who saw Trump as a symbol to identify with quickly became 
followers of his accounts. 

The war on traditional media, conducted in an unscrupulous man- 
ner by the former president, proved in turn to be perfectly useful to 
his objective of accrediting himself as a well-meaning common person, 
opposed by organized powers (the so-called “Deep State”) subservient 
to the interests of the enemies of the people. Whoever they may be - 
pedophiles, homosexuals, feminists, Blacks, Jews, Muslims, Hispanics, 
communists, Russians, Chinese, scientists — everyone is fair game for 
conspiracy theorists, even Hugo Chavez or Fidel Castro, even though 
they have been dead for years. This trend represents a trap for news- 
papers and television stations: in order to recover the users they have 
lost, they have to shift from analogue to digital. However, in so doing, 
they become perfect targets for those who consider them useful instru- 
ments for manipulating public opinion and reinforcing hostile 
convictions in an atmosphere of increasingly extreme polarization. 

This situation explains the ease with which Donald Trump con- 
vinced his most enthusiastic followers to storm the Capitol. 
Everything had been ready for some time, like a spring-loaded mecha- 
nism that only needed to be triggered. What better trigger than the 
leader himself — perhaps, more correctly, the duce — who, addressing 
each of his followers directly, invokes their help against those who, 
with trickery and subterfuge, would like to put them all out of the 
game in one fell swoop? 


The real shortcoming of direct democracy is not practical but con- 
ceptual. As Norberto Bobbio maintained, “nothing kills democracy 
more than an excess of democracy.”? The meaning is evident: public 
institutions cannot operate by constantly submitting to the people 
decisions that cause social division. Universal suffrage determines 
the recognition and the affirmation of pluralism and diversity in 
contemporary societies, which require the careful and constant search 
for solutions of balance, in order to allow different political, eco- 
nomic, and cultural components to coexist peacefully. Indeed, the 
never-quite-dormant risk of political unity’s dissolution into fratri- 
cidal plurality needs to be kept under control.'° As Giovanni Sartori 
argues, while direct democracy, seeing “politics as war,” triggers a 
“zero-sum” game in which “whoever wins, wins all; whoever loses, 
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loses everything,” representative democracy, seeing “politics as 
negotiation,” produces a “positive-sum” game in which, thanks to 
mediation, everyone gains something.” 

Hence, the principal theorist of twentieth-century democracy, Hans 
Kelsen, emphasized the primacy of the deliberative moment - that is 
discussion — over decision-making.‘ Democracy functions above all 
through discussion, not through choice. Ideally, decision-making is a 
resource to be used as a last resort, when all other attempts to create 
consensus fail. A democrat is someone who openly confronts others; 
from his own convictions, he or she looks forward to a compromise 
capable of recognizing the value of other people’s convictions. 
Ultimately, the mere counting of votes does not produce democratic 
decisions, but rather impositions of partisanship. That is even more 
evident when, in the parliamentary sphere, the distribution of seats is 
conditioned by the manipulation of electoral results in a dispropor- 
tional manner. 

A decision taken directly by the people, even by computer vote, 
cannot therefore be considered genuinely democratic. The mere 
numerical composition of individual preferences does not build bridges 
between the different components of society; on the contrary, it builds 
walls. A system of this sort represents the tyranny of the majority, not 
democracy. Only through public discussion can personal opinions 
cease to be idiosyncrasies and become comparable in view of thought- 
out decisions supported by broad consensus.!3 As Gustavo 
Zagrebelsky wrote, “in order for the law not to be violent and, there- 
fore, not to contradict the very idea of law ... it is necessary to persuade 
the other party, the one that did not participate in determining the 
content of the deliberation.” '4 This requires, at the very least, a sincere 
attempt at persuasion. 


The Trilateral Commission’s well-known 1975 report on the “excess 
of democracy” in Western societies’5 was precisely against this con- 
cept. The report, presented in conjunction with the explosion of the 
fiscal crisis of the state, revolved around the thesis that parliamentary 
democracy had gone too far in its efforts to satisfy citizens’ numerous 
demands for protection; the tax burden on the richest had grown 
disproportionately, taking resources away from the free unfolding of 
economic dynamics. 
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In order to free up these resources and give the capitalist economy 
a new lease on life, the report suggested, the role of the state vis-a-vis 
society needed to be questioned. Subsidiarity was the watchword; the 
collective space must open to a plurality of possible interventions. 
The public sector, it claimed, had no primacy. On the contrary, it 
should only be entitled to act on a subsidiary level if society is unable 
to provide for itself in its various forms. 

The concept of the subsidiary state developed along two lines: 
loosening the grip of the state on civil society and bringing institutions 
closer to citizens. The common denominator is their critique of the 
artificiality of intermediate bodies in favour of the naturalness of 
relations directly entertained through the market. This applies to 
horizontal relations between private and private and, in the case of 
vertical relations between private and public, through the network. 

In recent decades, the first aspect has been based on harnessing the 
individual potentialities set free by the hypertrophy of the public sec- 
tor. In particular, we have seen the contraction of the state’s role in 
the economy through privatization and liberalization; regulatory 
reduction and simplification; the abolition of public funding for politi- 
cal parties and the liberalization of private funding; the reduction or 
the dismantling of many public services; the corporatization of the 
remaining ones (particularly health and social services); and the trans- 
formation of public action into an activity negotiated between citizens 
and public administration. As a backdrop to these politics is gover- 
nance — a theory of horizontal, diffuse, contractualized power. 

In the second place - inspired by the idea of making citizens pro- 
tagonists of a new era of participation — worldwide transformations 
have shifted the core of the constitutional orders from parliamentary 
assemblies to executive bodies and, consequently, from organized 
political formations to individual leaders able to enter into direct 
relationship with voters. As an immediate consequence, party struc- 
tures have been dismantled; political contention has been personalized; 
the primaries, means for selecting the ruling class, have been 
abused; the programs of different political sides have been merged. 
Nevertheless, political compromise (personal loyalties are not nego- 
tiable) has been scorned and the free parliamentary mandate has been 
criticized, if not attacked — up to the point of it being considered 
normal for political minorities, artificially swollen into parliamentary 
majorities by the manipulation of electoral systems, to govern complex 
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and plural contemporary societies. The common background is the 
theme of governability: a theory of vertical, concentrated, decision- 
making power. 

So we have governance and governability: two different theories of 
power, sharing the common aim of fostering the role of individuals, 
bringing their interests into public discussion (governance), or directly 
choosing leaders and substantive policy lines (governability). 


Paradoxically, the dismantling of structured political formations — 
with a strong anti-establishment connotation, in the name of the 
citizen’s sovereignty — has lately exacerbated the oligarchic tendency 
of political systems. Parties, deprived of activists and ideals, have 
lost their ability to act as instruments of mediation between society 
and institutions. They have turned into electoral cartels aimed at 
conquering power on behalf of narrow governing circles. Indeed, 
from the perspective of these circles, parties never had so much 
power: they structure political competition, conduct electoral cam- 
paigns, select elected political staff, and appoint the holders of 
government posts and all other public offices.*® 

If we look more closely, we see that the political proposal that most 
proclaims itself to be a break with the past - the one inspired by direct 
democracy - is, in reality, extraordinarily conformist to it. From the 
denial of political ideologies to the rejection of party organization; 
from the reduction in the number of representatives to the criticism 
of free parliamentary mandate; from the celebration of civil society 
to the rejection of professional political commitment; from the intoler- 
ance of controlling institutions to the strengthening of the referendum 
institute: all the proposed measures tend to increase direct and wide- 
spread popular involvement in political decisions, to the detriment of 
traditional party forms of mediation. 

There is one constant that characterizes these phenomena: the idea 
that all individuals know what is preferable for them. It is the rhetoric 
of individual sovereignty, carved into the collective memory by 
Margaret Thatcher’s lie: “society does not exist; only individuals 
exist.” In reality, far from valuing individuals, this vision leads to 
the creation of a community of isolated subjects left to their own 
devices. Kelsen himself anticipated the risks of breaking down society 
into individual monads: 
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It is a well-known fact that, because he is unable to achieve any 
appreciable influence on government, the isolated individual 
lacks any real political existence. Democracy is only feasible if, 
in order to influence the will of society, individuals integrate 
themselves into associations based on their various political 
goals. Collective bodies, which unite the common interests of 
their individual members as political parties, must come 

to mediate between the individual and the state. 


From this perspective, he added, “there can be no serious doubt 
that efforts ... to discredit political parties both theoretically and 
juristically constituted an ideologically veiled resistance to the real- 
ization of democracy.”'7 Sharing the same view, Robert Michels 
observed that “democracy is inconceivable without organization” 
and added that organization “is the weapon given to the weak in 
the struggle against the strong, a struggle that can only be developed 
on the terrain of solidarity between associates.”'® This is exactly 
what terrified Margaret Thatcher: that the weakest would draw 
strength from their union. 


Finally, political representation remains an irreplaceable tool: insofar 
as they are called upon to represent the nation in its entirety, and not 
small groups of voters who elected them, only representatives can set 
themselves the objective of building consensus by identifying and 
realizing the general interest. Anyone else could only act in a private 
capacity; that is, letting their own particular interest prevail over 
others, even if it is supported by a numerical majority. 

The presence of collective entities such as parties remains an essen- 
tial instrument of political and social integration. Indeed, parties are 
bearers of one of many possible worldviews proposed to society as 
desirable political ideals. They can make available to their members 
a “political capital” competitive with people who have their own 
economic and cultural resources. However, parties are structured 
in internal representative bodies, putting the base in two-way com- 
munication with the top. If able to interpret their role correctly, 
parties operate as parts that address the whole; that is, as subjects 
intrinsically open to compromise. In this way, while competing with 
each other, they operate as instruments of unification of a social body 
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that is increasingly varied and in danger of being torn apart. As Kelsen, 
again, wrote: “compromise is part of democracy’s very nature.” In 
addition: “insofar as in a democracy the contents of the legal order, 
too, are not determined exclusively by the interests of the majority, 
but are the result of a compromise between two groups, voluntary 
subjection of all individuals to the legal order is more easily possible 
than in any other political organization.” "9 

This is the benchmark. Direct democracy fascinates because it gives 
us the illusion that we can be governed by ourselves. In reality, it 
exposes us to the risk of domination by an opposing majority. 
Representative democracy protects us from this risk, because it is the 
only system capable of producing collective decisions in such a way 
that they are “the result of the maximum of critical consensus and 
the minimum of imposition.”*° If the democratic crisis stems from the 
failure to involve citizens in decisions that affect them, direct democ- 
racy, far from being the cure, risks embodying its most acute and 
conclusive phase. 
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The Prosecution Project: 
Data-Driven Anti-fascism in a Post-truth, 
Proto-fascist Era 


Michael Loadenthal 


[Fascism] is therefore a spiritual conception, itself also a result of the 
general reaction of the Century against the languid and materialistic 
positivism of the Eighteenth Century. Anti-positivist, but positive: 
neither skeptical nor agnostic." 

Benito Mussolini, 1927 


THINKING ABOUT A REVOLUTION 


As a youth, when I daydreamed of fighting the forces of domination 
and control, I saw myself draped in dusty bandoliers, shouldering a 
wooden-stocked Soviet-era rifle, and speaking in coded communica- 
tions through handheld radios and secret earpieces. In my mind’s eye 
I resembled the EZLN’s Subcomandante Marcos, Spanish anarcho- 
anti-fascist Buenaventura Durruti, or Nestor Makhno of the Black 
Army, galloping on horseback throughout Ukraine. Now, more than 
two decades into a life as an organizer, trainer, and researcher among 
dissident resistance movements challenging the far right, I see more 
and more that alongside every combatant is a heap of knowledge, and 
beneath that, data. 

Though it disappoints a younger me to replace Semtex with spread- 
sheets, and RPGs with Restricted Data Use Agreements, in the 
post-truth, “science-doesn’t-know” era we find ourselves in, to cham- 
pion empiricism can be an oddly revolutionary and anti-statist posture. 


The Prosecution Project 69 


Logistics 


F 


Figure 5.1 “For Every Fighter There Are 10+ Supports.” 


It is essential in the fight against the fascist creep” that marked the first 
year of the global covip-19 health pandemic, which reached a 
dramatic climax on 6 January 2021, with the siege of the US Capitol. 
This insurrectionary attack was itself a contestation of established, 
data-driven facts. The insurrectionists doubted the results of the 2020 
presidential election and sought to intervene in the transfer of power 
by disrupting official proceedings. They were a mixture of “Make 
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America Great Again” and so-called Stop-the-Steal activists, Proud 
Boys, militia, boogalooers, QAnon supporters, and a smattering 
of white supremacist and other far-right adherents, urged on by a 
petulant American president. The crowd was made up of a “dispro- 
portionate” number of current and former police and soldiers - 
between 14 and 20 per cent of the crowd in a nation where they only 
make up 6 to 7 per cent of the population.3 The act was not unlike 
earlier attempts by fascists to gain power, from Mussolini’s 1922 
march on Rome, to Hitler’s 1923 Munich Beer Hall Putsch. 


RECONCILING ROLES: 
THE SECOND WORLD WAR AND J20 


I am an anti-fascist. This is part of my heritage as a third-generation 
American and an Ashkenazi Jew. 

I entered this world, coincidentally, a century after Benito Mussolini, 
yet I emerged via a decidedly oppositional lineage that included two 
grandfathers who left their homes in Philadelphia to pursue Nazi 
fascists in the “last great war.” The heroic fight against Hitler, “Il 
Duce,” and their allies was enshrined in notions of patriotism, bravery, 
and sacrifice; and resultingly, the enemy were bemoaned as evil, how- 
ever banal their cruelty was judged to be. The global awareness of the 
embodied wickedness of Hitler’s fascists drove my grandfathers - 
Robert “Bob” Cohen, and Joseph “Duke” Loadenthal - to war. Duke’s 
widow once showed me a photograph her late husband had smuggled 
out during the liberation of Buchenwald, one of Germany’s first and 
largest death camps. The photo, a frayed square containing a black 
and white image, exhibited a pile of skulls, neatly stacked. 

In my own dark era, an avowed rejection of xenophobic, misogy- 
nistic authoritarianism led me to the streets of Washington, DC, on 
20 January 2017, with the intention of disrupting the coronation of 
the republic’s forty-fifth ruler, a man keen on winding the clocks 
backward to around the era when my grandparents went to war. 

As is a matter of public (court) record, on that cold January day, I 
made the trek to Logan Circle, donned my balaclava, took to the 
streets, and in short order found myself charged under federal indict- 
ment with hundreds of co-defendants. In the months that followed 
my assault and capture, what began as a single felony quickly became 
a forty-nine-page, fourteen-count indictment charging conspiracy, 
incitement, destruction of property, assault while armed, and a host 
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of other crimes.+ After nearly two years of prosecution, the state would 
unceremoniously drop the case against me, after finding itself unable 
to win even a single jury conviction among my many co-defendants. 
As a scholar of political protest and violence, I was not new to the 
carceral state, its particularities or ideological asymmetries. I am well 
aware of the uneven sentences awarded to leftists when compared 
to white supremacists and (so-called) Salafi-Jihadists. After my arrest, 
when I was able to regain perspective on my own prosecution, I began 
to explore the data. What factors most influenced our treatment by 
the US Attorneys’ Office and the Department of Justice? Was it our 
ideology? Our motive? Was it the demographics of the individuals 
involved? Was it something else? These questions led to a multi-year 
research program that still continues more than five years later. 


THE PROSECUTION PROJECT 


The Prosecution Project (tpP) is the platform I developed to dig into 
these questions. tP P’s aim is to establish an empirical basis to discuss 
criminal sentencing trends and outliers, and to examine how a defen- 
dant’s crime relates to their treatment within the justice system. As a 
social scientist — a self-taught sociologist and criminologist with four 
semi-related, interdisciplinary degrees — I am committed to justice and, 
in my leadership of trp, I have sought to use the platform to decipher 
the intricate patterns created in the prosecution of political crime, and 
the development of an ideologically neutral means for interpreting 
state response. 

What struck me about my own case was precisely how it constructed 
me as the subject, how it followed the “act of becoming” first a dis- 
sident, then a rioter, and then a defendant, and possibly, a felon and 
prisoner. In this act, there was an intermixing of subjectivities. 

Queer theorist Jasbir Puar refers to this manner of assemblage, 
wherein the organic (body) combines with the inorganic (data) to 
foster a “data body.”5 In my case, this took the form of becoming 
another individual on a criminal docket, another entry in the electronic 
court system, another name constituting the collective “et al.,” and 
another row in tpp. This act of becoming is a subtle metamorphosis 
from citizen to juridical subject. 

As the project’s director, I have the job of keeping tpp relevant and 
engaged; through design and methodological choices, my beliefs, 
assumptions, and epistemological peculiarities are reflected in the 
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variables that are measured, the value ranges assigned, and the deter- 
minations of whether to include or exclude borderline cases.° My role 
is to act as arbiter when the lines are fuzzy. Project teams follow the 
cadence and direction of a diverse milieu of terrorists, extremists, and 
those motivated to violence by bias, hate, and dissent. tpp follows the 
violence, the arrests, and the individuals prosecuted. 

When we began in March 2017, we were rapidly coding cases involv- 
ing a spike in white nationalist and so-called alt-right-driven violence. 
By summer 2020, our work had shifted to documenting Black Lives 
Matter and anti-police protestors, as their prosecutions had outpaced 
those of the far right. Several months later, by winter 2021, we were 
back to mostly coding right-wing cases as the state steadily rolled out 
hundreds of indictments’ against Capitol insurrectionists. 

This journey mirrors my own foci, as I have shifted my attention 
from domestic militias, to the Global War on (Salafi-Islamist-Jihadi) 
Terror, to the targeting of eco/animal liberation activists, and then at 
present, to those the state categorizes as rioters, anarchists, and 
“antifa” — the bogeyman of the 2020s. In the late 1990s, in light of 
the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing by Timothy McVeigh, I was fasci- 
nated with militias. Then, after the attacks on US embassies in Kenya 
and Tanzania, it was so-called Salafi-Jihadists. When friends began to 
be arrested in the early 2000s as part of the FBI-led counter-terrorism 
initiative known among activists as “the Green Scare,” I widened my 
focus yet again. 

This is to say that I have always followed the violence and adapted 
to what was engaging and relevant. 


BATTLES FOR TRUTH 


Scholarly efforts are often understood to be searches for truth. I began 
examining the presence of Aryan Nations in my Pennsylvania com- 
munity as a youth because I wanted to challenge the notion that they 
were “racialists,” and establish that they were instead violent bigots.® 
I investigated al-Qaeda and their contemporaries? in part to challenge 
the “they-hate-our-freedom” trope, and the notion that strikes 
against the United States lacked strategy and logic, despite Osama bin 
Laden’s many pre-attack proclamations. I investigated eco-terrorism, 
spending much of my early career writing on this topic,'° because I 
wanted to dispel the notion that activists’ undertakings were char- 
acterized by terrorism, arguing rather that violence meant to evoke 
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fear was exceedingly rare, atypical, and not emblematic of the move- 
ment’s aims or means. 

When I began trp, I saw it as an extension of a legacy of data-driven 
truth-seeking. tpr emerged while the US president was denying the 
validity of science-driven approaches to understanding complex social 
phenomena, and our efforts have challenged this post-truth discursive 
regime through data-driven labour. When we began, historic cuts to 
government-aligned, empirically driven centres established to study 
terrorism and political violence were underway. The Global Terrorism 
Database, the most widely known, non-classified, public terrorism 
databank, was defunded after the State Department decided to put its 
money behind another, less transparent project that presented a bid 
0.2 per cent lower.'! This action would help to distinguish the forty- 
fifth president’s anti-scientific framework. 

He would go on to advocate obviously nativist policies based on 
false science," and bemoan the media — even conservative media — as 
“fake news”'3 and “the enemy of the people.”'4 Concurrent with 
these efforts and expanding throughout his administration, the presi- 
dent defunded programs established to understand, reduce, and 
counter extremism,‘ choosing to support programs described by the 
Brennan Center for Justice as “operat[ing] on the bizarre and unsup- 
ported assumption that diversity and the experience of discrimination 
in America are suggestive of a national security threat ... that Muslim, 
immigrant, black or LGBTQ Americans, from kindergarten on, must 
be surveilled to keep our country safe.” 16 Following the same twisted, 
politically driven logic, the president redirected resources away from 
countering the far right, the movement most linked to violence 
throughout his time in office.'7 

The aim of knowledge constructors should be to debate the inter- 
pretation, meaning, and trajectory of events, not their mere existence. 
Claims such as “most terrorists are foreign”'® or “most rioters are 
outside agitators”! were both loudly and falsely made by the US 
president, and can be easily challenged with the data we have assem- 
bled and work to make widely available. The aforementioned threat 
to positivist science, truth, logic, and data was not restricted to under- 
standing political violence. In September 2020, at a meeting with 
California secretary for natural resources Wade Crowfoot and other 
officials battling wildfires, the then-president was asked about the 
“warming trend” observed by climatologists and scientists. This 
exchange was recorded by White House transcript: 
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Crowfoot: I think we want to work with you [the president] to 
really recognize the changing climate and what it means to our 
forests and actually work together with that science, that science 
is going to be key, because if we ignore that science and put 

our head in the sand ... we’re not going to succeed together 
protecting Californians. 

President: Okay. It’ll start getting cooler ... You just watch. 
Crowfoot: I wish science agreed with you. 

President: Well, I don’t think science knows, actually.*° 


At that moment, in that one assertion of science’s “unknowingness,” 
we subtly crossed the Rubicon into a period of fascistic anti- 
intellectualism, our own Dark Ages 2.0. 

While the use of the f-word may have appeared melodramatically 
premature in 2017, by 2021 even noted historian of fascism Robert 
Paxton remarked: “[The President’s] encouragement of civic violence 
to overturn an election crosses a red line. The label [of fascist] now 
seems not just acceptable but necessary.”*! Fascism in its classical itera- 
tion is not only militarist, elitist, and nationalist; it is also inherently 
anti-liberal, anti-democratic, anti-Enlightenment, and anti-rational — 
oppositional to empiricism, intellect, and knowledge construction.”* 
One of fascism’s keen witnesses, Jewish philosopher Hannah Arendt, 
who chronicled the famed 1961 trial of Adolf Eichmann in Jerusalem, 
noted that fascist totalitarians regularly distorted the “factualness” of 
inquiry, presented their own faux-science as truth, and sought narrative 
control by delegitimizing and challenging scientific discourses.*3 

Thus, tpr emerged in a troubled time - a time when students were 
being taught to distrust science; when they were being told by the 
president that belief could trump fact. It was a time in which US intel- 
ligence agencies could all say one thing and the president another.*+ 
The desire to empirically measure complex socio-political phenomena 
was made necessary by the president, and tpp emerged from that 
chaos. A grasp to gain a foothold on meaning; a desperate reach 
upward toward science. 


DECENTRALIZED CELLS OF ACADEMIC INSURGENTS 
Despite its start nearly three years earlier, tP P was forged and solidified 


in the fires of the global coronavirus pandemic which forced many of 
us out of the classroom, and some of us out of a job. What began as 
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a (more or less) traditional internship for enterprising undergraduates 
became a decentralized, globally dispersed research platform wherein, 
not unlike clandestine cells, teams of researchers function as self- 
contained units with limited command and control, combing through 
databanks to translate complex stories into qualitative codes suitable 
for aggregation. While the various “cells” communicate with one 
another when necessary, most act entirely autonomously, intentionally 
siloed, and blissfully unaware of what their co-conspirators are work- 
ing on. While two researchers can spend weeks exploring a group of 
Michiganders plotting to kidnap the governor,”5 others explore New 
Englanders supporting the Islamic State,*° or begin wading through 
indicted clusters of white supremacist gang members.?7 

At any given movement, more than thirty researchers dispersed 
throughout the United States and beyond are studying hundreds of 
cases simultaneously. Decentralization is a key guiding value for tPP, 
both for our research team structure and for the project’s resulting 
knowledge. Decentralization legitimizes essential strategic choices 
when opposing authoritarianism and fascism. 

Beyond decentralizing our structure and moving away from the 
constraints of synchronous, shared (physical) meeting spaces and 
institutional red tape, ter embraces the scientific notion of replica- 
tion — the ability to repeat another’s study to verify, compare, and 
critique. tPP serves as a public-facing mirror for the often-opaque 
and difficult-to-navigate realities exposed through court records. By 
translating these documents into qualitative codes and data-driven 
narratives, we preserve the basic factuality of events for others to build 
upon. We work to foster and preserve the integrity of the data through 
continual audit and revision, providing the public the most accurate 
and complete information available at any given time. The preserva- 
tion of this knowledge and history is key. Here, for instance, is one 
additional example. 

On 20 January 2017, while I was kettled by police, the weather was 
dreary, rainy, cold, and unpleasant. The air was thick with the smell 
of tear gas, pepper spray, gun powder, and burning plastics. The 
presidential inauguration was taking place only a few blocks away; 
however, when asked to recall the day to members of the Central 
Intelligence Agency, the president said: 


It was almost raining but God looked down and he said, we’re 
not going to let it rain on your speech. In fact, when I first 
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started, I said, oh, no. The first line, I got hit by a couple of 
drops. And I said, oh, this is too bad, but we’ll go right through 
it. But the truth is that it stopped immediately. It was amazing. 
And then it became really sunny. And then I walked off and 

it poured right after I left. It poured.”® 


Yes, that would have been amazing, if it had happened. But it did 
not. It simply did not happen, and anyone present (or watching the 
video) knew that. Despite the outright falsehood, history becomes 
what we record it to be, and if one were to record the day’s weather 
based on the president’s memory, it was a sunny day. Thus, tP P serves 
as a public record, co-created by many eyes and hands. 

In her foundational study of totalitarianism, Arendt notes that slo- 
ganeering jingoism — which crested violently when “MaA Ga ”-adorned 
rioters stormed the US Capitol - is by its nature, anti-logic and irratio- 
nal: “The curious logicality of all isms, their simple-minded trust in the 
salvation value of stubborn devotion without regard for specific, varying 
factors, already harbors the first germs of totalitarian contempt for 
reality and factuality.”?9 This resistance to anti-factual “totalitarian 
contempt” is the reason tpp stands as a roadblock to fascism. 

As an independent, ideologically neutral, non-partisan effort situated 
within an ethics of justice, transparency, and knowledge construction, 
the Prosecution Project is a platform that challenges fear-based, anti- 
scientific, and partisan portrayals of political violence summoned to 
validate a policy of securitization which serves to limit human free- 
doms through asymmetric police attention. Those of us who find 
ourselves in the digitally mediated trenches of our generation’s Great 
War must build our foxholes deep and our ramparts tall if we are to 
summon the defensive force needed to find justice in increasingly 
fascistic times. Knowledge construction is an essential component of 
community self-defence, and it is within this politics that we tread 
onward, culling through an ever-growing caseload, and seeking to 
draw logical conclusions from a world that seems ever more illogical 
and unpredictable. 
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The Future of Design: Pursuing Spatial 
Justice and a Stronger Democracy 


Thaisa Way 


What would landscape architecture, architecture, and planning 
look like if the primary metrics of success were what and how they 
contributed to spatial justice and to strengthening democracy in 
place? A privileging of justice and democracy would challenge a 
core concept that design is in any way neutral or innocent of broader 
cultural inscriptions for better or worse. It would demand an 
acknowledgment of the complicity of designers in the history of 
white supremacy and what Isabel Wilkerson describes as our 
American caste system." 

Designers are not without tools as they expand the practice of design 
as democracy and increase the importance of participatory design in 
practice and education.” It matters what is planned and designed, by 
whom, for whom, and what future it makes possible. Some designers 
are there already; others not so much. Students are demanding change 
that would re-imagine who designers are and what we do, and 
demanding that we return to the beginning, asking how we can mea- 
sure success in ways that privilege spatial justice. 

How would metrics of justice, equity, and democracy alter how and 
what we teach in design schools?3 What is increasingly clear is that 
this work is not simple; it is not about tweaking the system or adding 
a seminar. It is about reckoning with the central role of ideas about 
whiteness, caste, and gender norms in design from its very earliest 
manifestations. It will require a radical revisioning of design as practice 
and as pedagogy. To centre spatial justice and democracy in design 
would demand the leadership of professionals simultaneously with a 
reconfiguration of the way we educate designers. Only then might we 
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re-imagine design as a tool for moving toward spatial justice and in 
turn strengthening democracy. 

The idea of neutrality is premised on the adage “Do no harm,” an 
attitude embedded in the focus of the design professions on the 
“health, safety, and welfare” of the public. This is explicit in the pro- 
fession’s earliest definitions of practice from the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries as architects aligned themselves with medi- 
cine and law. And this focus remains; as of 2022 the American Institute 
of Architects’ statement still claims that the organization seeks “to 
advance our nation’s quality of life and protect the public’s health, 
safety and welfare.” The American Society of Landscape Architects 
recognizes the leadership of designers in creating “healthy, beautiful, 
and resilient places for all.” The American Planning Association is a 
bit more visionary in its claim to be responsible for “Creating Great 
Communities for All.” In all these cases, the terms and metrics of 
success are left undefined. There is no reference to justice or equity as 
a core purpose of design, nor any recognition of the complicity of 
designers in creating the disparities, injustices, and violence of the 
built environment we know today. This absence suggests that we need 
to call for a re-evaluation of what it means to consider the health, 
safety, and welfare of communities or, more to the point, what makes 
a true and enduring “great community for all.” 

Acknowledging that design has agency and power requires that we 
describe what design does, whether its purpose is explicitly intended or 
“unintended,” not only during the design process but in the longue 
durée of every project and community. It demands that we understand 
not only what design offers but to whom, for what reasons, and to what 
end. No project is an island. Such agency comes with responsibilities 
to the communities for which designs are created — as well as to the 
broader community. Designers have a responsibility to the future, to 
communities we can’t yet know. This is daunting, and it should be. 

Above all, acknowledging the agency and power of design demands 
that we write gender, race, identity, and difference back into design 
practice. This is not a new idea but one that recurs with each generation 
of designers as they struggle to position their practice in the 
wider world.4 In 2004 George Lipsitz contended in his essay 
“The Racialization of Space and the Spacialization of Race” that 
“A primary goal of landscape architects and other citizens concerned 
with the built environment should be to disassemble the fatal links that 
connect race, place, and power.”5 More recently Richard H. Schein, in 
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an essay titled “After Charlottesville,” wrote that, despite all that has 
been done, we still need to “call out those moments in those landscapes; 
and engage and challenge the racial formations built on racist practice 
that the landscape is everywhere and always mediating.”° And while 
there are individuals leading such work, as design professions writ large 
and as design schools, we remain woefully silent on this front beyond 
concerns about limited pipelines and excuses for a lack of diversity in 
our students, faculty, and leadership. 

We are not without resources to do differently. Our strongest tools 
may well be in our design schools where we educate students and 
foster research and scholarship in and about design. To repeat, this is 
not about adding a class or refocusing a studio - or even hiring faculty 
of colour. It will be a messy reconfiguration of what it means to design 
and to teach design. It might begin by repositioning design from being 
solely a profession to being a way of thinking - not in the framework 
of design as iteration, but considering what it means to think about 
the world and life spatially and in place. So many disciplines have 
taken what they call a spatial turn, and yet designers — who base their 
work on spatiality — have rarely contributed in significant ways to 
these broader discussions. What knowledge might emerge if architects, 
planners, and landscape architects routinely partnered with sociolo- 
gists, geographers, historians, and political scientists - not to mention 
ecologists, environmental scientists, public health researchers, and 
social workers — in research for the public good? Such partnerships 
would expand and enrich both research and teaching, bringing a much 
needed spatial literacy to the academy and, more important, to the 
public good. They would position design schools in intimate contact 
with the academy and the generation of knowledge. 

The location of design schools within the academy is an asset that 
few — professionals, faculty, or, frankly, students — have taken full 
advantage of. Design schools are not autonomous entities but are 
deeply embedded in communities of scholars and teachers and learners 
of whom the vast majority are engaged in thinking about how to make 
a better world and what that might look like. Yes, design schools have 
reached out to the environmental sciences, engineering, and most 
recently to public health. These connections have been productive and 
the projects must continue. There is, however, a resource that even 
fewer have built upon, and that is the humanities. 

A deeper engagement with the humanities is called for, now and in 
the future. The humanities, after all, are about humans, culture, and 
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place; and questions of justice, equity, and democracy are fundamen- 
tally humanist questions. An inquiry engaged with the humanities 
might include study in philosophy and literature, to consider how 
cultures think and form belief systems about equity and community; 
in languages, to better understand how ideas of society and place are 
described and communicated; and in the disciplines of African- 
American, Indigenous, Latinx, and gender studies, for insights into 
socio-ecological relationships and frameworks.’ A design education 
that engaged deeply with the humanities would strengthen the founda- 
tions for grappling with the complex and often-conflicting narratives 
present within any site, any community, and any project. Designers 
might then draw from important ideas and frameworks that have 
emerged from humanists explicitly seeking to better understand the 
human experience. 

Concepts of intersectionality, as described by law professor 
Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw as well as by the work of the Combahee 
River Collective, could be critical to a more complex understanding 
of the overlapping dynamics of design, politics, culture, and ecology, 
among other forces that shape the built environment, physically and 
experientially.® Thinking in terms of intersectionality has been essen- 
tial to the development of movements such as Black Lives Matter and 
Land Back. These movements shape space and take place. Designers 
should seek to understand such social and political movements and 
their potential. Cedric J. Robinson’s description of racial capitalism 
offers the possibility of exploring how professions have been defined 
by their pursuit of profit and their distinction from those in the trades 
or labour forces.? Indigenous ways of knowing and reading land, 
community, and narrative are critical to understanding the role of 
design as a practice of settler colonialism. How, for instance, do we 
grapple with the complexities of designing stolen land? These are 
intellectual inquiries that demand to be at the centre of the design 
process if the measure of success is spatial justice and a stronger 
democracy that serves all. 

Equally important is the need to understand the history of designers’ 
and planners’ complicity in oppression, white supremacy, and envi- 
ronmental degradation. History courses could be re-imagined to focus 
not on the lineage of self-defined professionals but rather on the built 
environment and communities in the context of a thick history of 
human interactions with place. Design schools might partner with 
faculty in history departments as well as with historians of science, 
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medicine, and technology. These possibilities suggest that we need a 
“people’s history of design” 1° that gives space to complex, messy, 
even conflicting narratives. It might engage diverse geographies as 
found in the work of Katherine McKittrick, Tiffany Lethabo King, 
and Max Liboiron, among others, who are curating counter-histories 
of everyday shaping of place and meaning in the land." In one 
scenario, history courses might be integrated over the course of the 
professional education, building students’ capacity to think like his- 
torians as they investigate questions about place and design 
inscriptions for our communities. Courses of this nature would in turn 
require historians to identify the tools needed for exploring how an 
accumulation and overlapping of identities might lead to unique 
manifestations of discrimination and privilege in the built environ- 
ment. This knowledge would contribute to the design and planning 
of healthy communities for all. 

Reformulating design pedagogy should also build on the critical 
growth of participatory design and community-engaged scholarship. 
Faculty working in design schools alongside practitioners — including 
Jeff Hou, Diane Jones Allen, Walter Hood, and David de la Peña - 
have developed critical approaches to rethinking the design process 
in ways that bring communities into discussions and foster alternative 
frameworks for imagining the role of the designer and design. Design 
as Democracy is an essential contribution to this work and should be 
deeply embedded in the curriculum, from seminars to studios. But 
designers cannot make change in a vacuum; community-engaged 
scholarship is equally essential. Such work is evident in the scholarship 
of Dr Andrea Roberts and the Texas Freedom Colonies Project, 
as communities collectively build a spatial atlas.‘ It is at the core of 
design scholarship by faculty such as Kofi Boone and Catherine 
Howett, as they develop community-based knowledge about place. 
It is apparent in the emergence of the Dark Matter University as a 
collaborative across design schools with the goal of rethinking the 
design studio, curated by planners, architects, landscape architects, 
and design historians including Justin Garrett Moore, Curry Hackett, 
Danielle Choi, Jelisa Blumberg, Jennifer Low, and Elgin Cleckley, 
among others.'3 There is momentum at this moment, but if designers 
and design schools don’t take the reins we will lose the moment. 

In the midst of covıD-19, Drs Dianne Harris and Cathy Davidson 
argued in an opinion essay in Inside Higher Ed that the pandemic 
offered an opportunity to rethink how we approach paedagogy, not 
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at the scale of one faculty member or course, but at a leadership level: 
“What if college and university presidents saw this September not 
only as a campus emergency of epic proportions but also as an 
astonishing educational opportunity — a fall like no other, but in a 
good way? What if several announced, for example, that ... they 
would focus on something inspiring if necessarily general - say, 
community and care?”'4 Responding to the increasing visibility of 
extreme disparities in the pandemic’s impact as well as the murder 
of yet another Black man by police, faculty from Columbia Gsarp 
issued “Unlearning Whiteness,” a statement that called for an inter- 
rogation of the design school as a site of anti-Black racism that can 
only be understood “through a deep analysis and investigation of 
whiteness and white supremacy.”'5 If we take these calls for action 
together, we can imagine redescribing design pedagogy, not by means 
of adding a new seminar or refocusing a studio course, but through 
a larger-scale overhaul of what it means to teach design and question 
to what end we construct design pedagogy. 

Reconfiguring design pedagogy to centre on spatial justice in ways 
that foster a stronger democracy may well be the most significant 
contribution that design schools can make to their communities and 
to the broader role of design in building a better and more just future. 
The route will not be easy and certainly cannot be taken only on a 
school-by-school basis. Leadership will be needed to define design 
as spatial justice, to describe what design education might be. Schools 
will need to re-evaluate the role of accreditation standards and 
expectations of how they prepare students for professional engage- 
ment. New thinking may question who the students are and whether 
they wish to focus uniquely on a design profession or might be 
interested in learning to think spatially and through design in order 
to pursue careers in public service or international development, for 
example, or merely to be more informed citizens. A practical pos- 
sibility might be to move some skill building to professional offices 
or establishing flexible workshops in order to make time for students 
to learn across the academy. An approach such as this would validate 
the intellectual opportunities of the academy that are not readily 
available anywhere else — the capacity to pursue questions of 
humanity, justice, and democracy. None of this would be fast 
or straightforward. But if design schools don’t change, neither will the 
professions. And if the professions don’t change, designers will become 
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increasingly irrelevant, both because they will continue to be complicit 
and because they will have no viable response to how do we can 
do better. 

A further potential outcome that is worthy of consideration is the 
way in which such partnerships between design schools and the rest 
of the academy might change the university and higher education. 
Design school communities have rarely been acknowledged as critical 
contributors in research universities; and yet design thinking could be 
key to transforming higher education into a community of twenty- 
first-century institutions of the collective inquiry and knowledge that 
is needed for us to imagine a stronger democracy and a more equitable, 
just, and healthy future for all. 

If we are to judge the success of design by its contributions to spatial 
justice and democracy, we must interrogate the capacity of the built 
environment to foster the growth of citizens’ engagement with and 
trust in government, institutions, community, and — more to the 
point - power. This is what democracy is about. As noted by Danielle 
Allen and Eric Liu in the recent report “Our Common Purpose”: “A 
healthy constitutional democracy depends on a virtuous cycle in which 
responsive political institutions foster a healthy civic culture of par- 
ticipation and responsibility, while a healthy civic culture - a 
combination of values, norms, and narratives — keeps our political 
institutions responsive and inclusive.”'° This cycle occurs in place. 
Design schools stand at the precipice of a new vision of the built 
environment as foundational to democracy, a vision that will in turn 
alter the academy where we teach designers. Design schools could 
lead not only the design and planning professions, but also the very 
idea of what it could mean to be educated as a citizen who understands 
and fosters spatial justice as the soul of a strong democracy. 
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Activism as Arts Programming 


Amelia Jones 


The world as privileged Euro-Americans imagined it from the 
Enlightenment through the change of the millennium (with a few sav- 
age bumps such as First and Second World Wars along the way) has 
come to an end. What seemed like a fairly brisk decay of the sanctity 
of European values, starting at least with the Great War, has acceler- 
ated rapidly with the events of the twenty-first century - from 9/11 to 
the rise of nationalisms across the Western world, to the economic 
crashes of 2008 and 2020, to the exposure of the hypocrisy of Euro- 
American concepts of equality and freedom with the increasingly 
persistent public and visual evidence of violence against Black and 
brown and Asian bodies in the Euro-American context since the 
mid-twentieth century. With each catastrophe has come a wave of 
neoliberal ideology bent on papering over a collapsing system. Art 
has played a huge role in that papering over. 

Here, via one potent case study, I propose strategies to counter the 
covert toxicity of what I call the “global” (in scare quotes, for reasons 
that will become obvious) art complex, and look at responses to the 
structural racism and violence in our worlds, which the “global” art 
complex arguably perpetuates. I explore how and why it is that per- 
formance and/or performative curatorial practices — which are 
effectively activist modes of addressing oppression and violence while 
opening the gallery system to new communities — are pivotal critical 
responses to the failures of this art complex to support and nurture. 

“Curate,” of course, as many curatorial studies scholars have 
pointed out, is derived from the Latin cura, which means “to care” 
(the original curators in Europe were caring for arrays of objects in 
cabinets of curiosity and other personal collections, before the devel- 
opment of municipal or national art and natural history museums). 
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Far from existing as an inherently caring profession, however, curato- 
rial work over the past decades, even when well intended, has most 
often aided and abetted the forces of the so-called global art complex. 
Under the guise of being global, glamorous international art fairs and 
events are peddled. And yet they are most often sponsored either by 
dictatorial governments that seek to gloss over their violence and 
reactionism or by private corporations that monetize art while simul- 
taneously touting its supposedly ethereal and transcendent values. 
And the art that they present is almost always produced by people 
identifying as artists in the Euro-American sense, trained usually in 
Euro-American art schools. How global is this kind of so-called art 
(itself an English word, a European conceit)? We can see the exposed 
structures of the supposedly global art complex very clearly now that 
it has been stopped overnight by quarantines and the termination of 
international air travel. 

Most curators signed up to produce global exhibitions are forced 
to participate (or don’t realize they are participating) fully in the global 
commodification of world visual culture - the neoliberal joining of 
disparate works from around the world as art, contributing to the 
burgeoning of tourism — through an entirely European system and 
Euro-American standards and values. Art is not incidental to the suc- 
cess of Europe’s violent subjugation of colonized and enslaved peoples. 
And this constructed system of values in relation to art has had con- 
crete effects. From the beginning it was built into European education, 
architecture, all forms of culture, and the fabric of burgeoning early 
modern and modern urban centres in and beyond Europe. Following 
this logic, European cities founded art museums in the late eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries to house objects hallowed as works of art. 
During the same period they established museums of natural history 
to contain and display objects considered to be artifacts. The spaces 
Europeans and American citizens inhabit are literally divided from 
those of the colonized according to this hierarchical logic. 

Activist methods in curatorial work, I assert, are key to counter- 
acting this passive reinforcement of neoliberal late-capitalist structures 
of power in the so-called global art context. Activist art is a more 
limited concept, given that, to be effective in promoting change in the 
social, political, or economic realm, discrete works of art are (to say 
the least) ineffectual. Activism as arts programming is a broader and 
more appropriately performative concept that encompasses some of 
the most vital work that artists are pursuing in the public sphere 
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today — broadening the effect of art that can be mobilized to connect 
to communities beyond the usual “global” art audiences. In the 
current chaotic and violent moment of late-stage capitalism, emerg- 
ing artists who are politically ambitious are increasingly motivated 
toward creative political organizing rather than, strictly speaking, 
making things. Art is increasingly evanescent and engaged — a set 
of actions that can be curatorial - rather than oriented toward a 
specific marketplace. 

This brief essay will explore a key example of such strategic modes 
of activist programming from Los Angeles around 2020 — the South 
Central neighbourhood arts centre of Crenshaw Dairy Mart (cDM), 
co-founded by Patrisse Cullors (one of the original founders of Black 
Lives Matter), noé olivas, and Alexandre Dorriz; the centre’s name is 
based on its home location in a building with this name from a defunct 
dairy mart. CDM integrates performance programming with exhibi- 
tions on histories of activism and work engendered through their own 
activism, and connects community discussions and voting drives 
through close collaboration with local artists, musicians, and other 
creatives, answering the call for art to enact rather than depict, to 
perform rather than narrate. 

For the sake of transparency, I note here that all three of the found- 
ers — Cullors, Dorriz, and olivas — were students of mine in the 
University of Southern California Roski School of Art and Design 
MFA department, graduating in 2018. As well, Cullors, as noted 
above, is internationally known for having co-founded Black Lives 
Matter (with Alicia Garza and Opal - now Ayo - Tometi) in 2013 
after the vigilante murder of Trayvon Martin and the acquittal of his 
murderer in Florida. Both of these facts are important in understand- 
ing the approach of CDM. 

As stated on its website, CD M’s mission is at the same time utopian 
and pragmatic: 


JUST SOUTH OF MANCHESTER AND OFF OF CRENSHAW 
STANDS TALL A FORMER DAIRY MART, HOME TO AN 
ARTIST COLLECTIVE AND ART GALLERY DEDICATED 

TO SHIFTING THE TRAUMA-INDUCED CONDITIONS 

OF POVERTY AND ECONOMIC INJUSTICE, BRIDGING 
CULTURAL WORK AND ADVOCACY, AND INVESTIGATING 
ANCESTRIES THROUGH THE LENS OF INGLEWOOD 

AND ITS COMMUNITY. 
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WHAT THESE BLACK AND TRANSNATIONAL 
IDENTITIES SEEK IS AN IMAGINATION OF NEW COLLEC- 
TIVE MEMORY THROUGH PROGRAMMING, EVENTS, AND 
ARTS INSTALLATIONS WHICH CULTIVATE AND NURTURE 
COMMUNAL ARTS AND EDUCATION. 

THE CRENSHAW DAIRY MART EMERGES FROM AN 
INVESTMENT IN ABOLITION, MODES OF ACCESSIBILITY 
IN ART PRACTICE, AND WEAVING COMMUNITY SOLI- 
DARITY THROUGH NEW MEMORIES." 


The collective asserts its primary concern with curation and art- 
making and performing as inexorably linked to healing and care on 
its opening web page, as well as through its most visible public project 
to date. “Care Not Cages,” drawing on Cullors’s years-long work 
fighting against the mass incarceration of African Americans, aims to 
“GENERATE LESS CONTACT WITH POLICE, LESS INCARCERA- 
TION, LESS CAGING, LESS TRAUMA AND MORE HEALING.”* 
This project, in their words, is driven by a denunciation of “racial 
capitalism and our government’s addiction to greed, punishment, and 
man-made disaster,” and an acknowledgment that “black, poor, dis- 
abled, trans and queer [communities] and communities at the margins 
will be impacted the most” by covip-19.3 The group raised funds 
in order to run a competition among incarcerated people to produce 
artworks on the theme of “Care Not Cages,” awarding three artists 
the top prizes, as well as granting an additional eight smaller awards. 
All awards included funds payable either to the artist or (if still incar- 
cerated) to their families. 

This particular Care Not Cages initiative seeks to empower those 
oppressed by incarceration specifically by valuing and encouraging 
their creative work. CDM is an example of a political, artistic, and 
social initiative that merges activism quite directly with community 
work and visual arts production. While on a completely different scale 
from large international curatorial initiatives — such as, for example, 
Nigerian curator Okwui Enwezor’s Documentar (a bold and decol- 
onizing effort to move this major art event to multiple sites of 
conversation or “platforms” around the world, including New Delhi, 
Lagos, and St Lucia) — the com collective labours on a local level to 
make art work.‘ Its curators put art to work against the grain of what 
Enwezor called “Westernism” — a term he coined to encapsulate “that 
sphere of global totality that manifests itself through the political, 
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social, economic, cultural, juridical, and spiritual integration achieved 
via institutions devised and maintained solely to perpetuate the influ- 
ence of European and North American modes of being,” asserting 
itself as “the only viable idea of social, political, and cultural legiti- 
macy from which modern subjectivities are seen to emerge.” 5 

This art “working” via CDM is itself performative, striving primar- 
ily to activate and give agency to communities and to produce social 
change. As mentioned, the artist-activists Dorriz, Cullors, and olivos 
all attended a highly organized twenty-first-century MFA program at 
my own institution, USC Roski (one could argue that Roski is an art- 
school analogue of the global art exhibition, given the corporate 
nature of usc, which is a private university). However, in the class- 
room at Roski — where our core courses include students both from 
our MA Curatorial Practices and our MFA Art programs — we focus 
on decolonial approaches as well as thinking across art-making and 
curating, with an emphasis on interfaces with the public sphere. The 
participation of Dorriz, Cullors, and olivas in these classes exemplified 
the way in which our students tend to push back and reciprocally to 
inform what we do moving forward as an institution. CDM is a thrill- 
ing example of a potential public manifestation or outcome of what 
we hope to be a decolonizing and empowering curriculum, one that 
pivots around questions rather than asserting methods or channelling 
student energies along time-worn paths. 

Enwezor worked ona macro level, pushing beyond the traditional 
Kassel (Germany) site of Documenta by expanding it to international, 
non-European platforms beyond what he spoke of as the Euro-centric 
art world with its “tendentious claims of radicality.”° For Enwezor, 
however, bold curatorial initiatives and individual artworks must work 
together, one on a macro level, the other on a micro level attuned to 
individual viewers. In the catalogue to Documentarr, on the micro 
level, he thus asserted that the structures of spectatorship are founda- 
tional elements to consider in relation to any aspirations of shifting 
the so-called global art world’s entrenched systems of value and power. 
In the catalogue he wrote that the exhibition and its platforms were 
meant to acknowledge spectatorship as “central and fundamental to 
all forms of valuation of the visual content of an exhibition,” and 
asserted: “Spectatorship can only function productively in a demo- 
cratic, open system ... In the democratic system ... one that promotes 
agency over pure belief, the demands of citizenship place strong ethical 
constraints on the artist based on his or her commitment to all 
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“forms-of-life.” The practice of art presents the artist with the task of 
making such a commitment.”7 

In this way, no art discourse or institution can move forward in a 
way consonant with progressive ideals (that is, as liberal art institu- 
tions claim to aspire to) without working on both levels to push for 
change. cDM both establishes a radically welcoming site for neigh- 
bourhood community expansion (within the remit of art, loosely 
speaking) and works with individuals (such as the incarcerated or 
formerly incarcerated with the Care Not Cages initiative). Like 
Documentart, it is also fundamentally driven by the energies of those 
formerly excluded from the “global” (but really Euro-American- 
centric) art world (Enwezor was from Nigeria; Dorriz’s family is 
Iranian American; Cullors’s family is African American; olivas’s family 
is Latinx). As per Enwezor’s strategies, those working to produce 
structural change successfully must infiltrate all levels - micro and 
macro — of cultural institutions to put culture in motion (here, for 
example, the com parties, documented on Cullors’s hugely successful 
Instagram account, contribute to CDM’s more institutional work). 
In contrast to the reactionary liberalism of the tick-box or multi- 
cultural approaches of the global art complex, this strategy of 
infiltration asserts voices that demand structural change. In order to 
hear these voices and incorporate them, institutions must change on 
both micro and macro levels. This means making and curating art 
differently, perhaps even dropping the idea of art as it has existed to 
date in the still-Euro-American, anglophone, and white dominant 
structures of the not-so-global art complex. 


NOTES 


This paper is taken from a much longer analysis in Amelia Jones, “Ethnic 
Envy and Other Aggressions in the Contemporary ‘Global’ Art Complex,” 
NKA: Journal of Contemporary African Art, Special Issue: “Okwui 
Enwezor: The Art of Curating,” edited by Jane Chin Davidson and Alpesh 
Patel, no. 48 (2021): 96-110. 


t See https://www.crenshawdairymart.com/about-us; accessed 21 March 2021. 


Ibid. 


3 See https://www.crenshawdairymart.com/care-not-cages; accessed 


21 March 2021. 
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For a full description of Enwezor’s 2002 Documentar, see my “Ethnic 
Envy and Other Aggressions in the Contemporary ‘Global’ Art Complex.” 
Okwui Enwezor, “The Black Box,” Documenta 11_Platform 5: 
Exhibition (Kassel: Documenta; and Ostfildern-Ruit: Hatje Cantz 
Publishers, 2002), 45-6. 


6 Ibid. 


7 Ibid, 54; Enwezor was citing Giorgio Agamben on “forms-of-life,” from 


Giorgio Agamben, Means without End: Notes on Politics, trans. Vincenzo 
Binetti and Cesare Casarino (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2000), 3-4. 


Space for Black Joy 


Cleo Davis and Kayin Talton 


Space is a necessity of life. Space to celebrate, mourn, grow, breathe, 
and refresh. To live. To matter. Black Americans have long had to carve 
out space for these life needs out of places not specifically designed for 
them. And too often, once these niches have become neighbourhoods 
and communities, they are destroyed under the guise of urban renewal. 
This has occurred in numerous Black communities across the nation. 

One might say the practice of creating space for life’s purposes falls 
into the category of “urbanist” - our combined knowledge and experi- 
ence in multidisciplinary areas of art, design, engineering, urban 
planning, cultural-historic preservation, and research bring a unique 
and productive variety to our areas of practice and knowledge. 
However, “urbanist” does not fully exemplify the intent within our 
creative endeavours; nor does it fully express the impact that we are 
striving for within the Black community and in the City of Portland 
as a whole. We consider ourselves to be “social construct artists,” 
utilizing both creative and administrative processes to create change 
in both the built and social environment. This term more clearly 
exemplifies the depth and impact that we aim to put into our practice. 
As social construct artists we have integrated disciplines and ideas to 
have an impact on the built and social environment within the City 
of Portland for Black residents, and created reBuilding Cornerstones, 
a studio and practice focused on such changes in design fields. 


A HISTORY OF EXCLUSION 
This essay focuses on the need to address current issues and problems 


by honestly reviewing the past -a past full of and built upon designed 
inequities that cannot be defended in 2021. 
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On the local level, when Oregon was not yet a territory, there were 
those who claimed the land inhabited by Indigenous people as a “White 
Utopia.” Laws prohibiting slavery (1843) and then banning all free 
Black people (1844) were approved as part of the original Oregon 
constitution. Over the next several years, exclusion laws were revised 
from mandating public whipping of up to thirty-nine lashes for Black 
people who remained within the state for more than six months, to 
requiring forced labour for those found in the state after sundown. 
Though voted down in 1845, that law was replaced in 1849 by a law 
of the Oregon Territorial Legislature forbidding any “negro or mulatto 
to enter into or reside within the limits of this Territory.” Land dona- 
tion and the Homestead Act followed, creating opportunities for white 
colonists and those with a specified mix of “Indian” blood to own 
land. With the exclusion laws still in effect, sundown towns a reality, 
and a $5 tax enacted in 1862 targeting Black, Chinese, and Indigenous 
Hawaiian people, Black people were denied the right to stay in Oregon 
by law until 1926. Such laws and racist language were not fully 
removed from the Oregon constitution until 2000. 

Despite the exclusion laws, the number of Black people in Oregon 
continued to grow. Much of the burgeoning late-nineteenth-century 
Black community in Portland was centred in the northwest area of 
the city around the train station. Black-owned businesses like the 
Golden West Hotel and the Chandler & Bessilien Club Cafe, among 
others, supported the growing community. With the 1913 opening of 
the Broadway Bridge connecting northwest Portland to Albina, the 
community began to expand. The growing number of Black residents 
did not go unnoticed. Shortly thereafter, in 1919, the Portland Board of 
Realty approved a “Code of Ethics” prohibiting realtors and bankers 
from selling property in white neighbourhoods to people of colour or 
providing mortgages for such purchases, thereby reinforcing the 
impact of previous exclusion laws." 

Lower Albina became Portland’s largest Black urban enclave, shaped 
by two major events: labour migration during the Second World War, 
and the 1948 flooding of Vanport City, the largest single wartime 
development in the United States and Oregon’s second-largest city.” 

Vanport, Oregon, was formed by Henry Kaiser as workers from 
across the nation poured into the area to work in the Kaiser shipyards, 
built to sustain war efforts. The newly formed Housing Authority of 
Portland was less than accommodating to the newcomers. Although 
sometimes viewed as an exercise in diversity, it still suffered from 
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systemic racist practices. Housing for Black residents was built more 
cheaply than homes for their white counterparts, and job offerings 
were just as prejudiced. Nearby, white Portlanders were concerned 
about the “New Negro Migrants.”3 “White Trade Only” signs were 
common, as were reminders of the presence of the Ku Klux Klan. After 
the war ended, many newcomers either returned to their places of 
origin, or moved on to other areas. However, this did not happen 
quickly or completely enough for many white Oregonians. 

The Memorial Day flood of 1948 came as no real surprise; the 
Columbia River was noticeably high and had overflowed its banks 
further upstream. However, only days before, the Housing Authority 
of Portland had reassured the remaining residents of Vanport that they 
were safe. Ruby Lee Talton, visiting family in Vanport that day, recalled 
it being a beautiful, sunny day when they suddenly heard what they 
thought was an explosion: it was the levees failing. The water poured 
in rapidly and many were left with just minutes to reach safety. 

Albina was the only area in Portland where former Black residents 
of Vanport could go. Restrictive covenants and redlining were well 
established, the latter specifically restricting access to homeownership 
and loans.4 That same year, Oregon realtors adopted the “National 
Realtors Code” (based on an earlier state law), which proclaimed 
that “a realtor shall never introduce into a neighborhood members 
of any race or nationality whose presence will be detrimental to 
property values.” 

Though practised well into the 1990s, redlining and other property 
restrictions have only recently been a subject of more public research 
and discussion, even with the lived experiences of Black people widely 
voiced and documented. 


POLICIES AND PROCESSES OF DESTRUCTION 
AND DISINVESTMENT 


During our artist residency at the City of Portland Archives and 
Records Center (PARC), which began in 2018, we researched current 
and past policies resulting in the disinvestment of communities and 
neighbourhoods, Black communities in particular. In our research, we 
were able to find documentation substantiating personal family history 
with red-tagging, blight removal, and nuisance ordinances — docu- 
mentation we then used to shine a light on long-overlooked racist 
policies and practices. 
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In ways just as insidious as the racist covenants lurking within the 
deeds of Portland’s older homes, zoning patterns have created a legacy 
of exclusion and fuelled speculation and displacement. Once a city of 
single “residential” zones, where housing of many types coexisted in 
the same neighbourhood, Portland has been intentionally segregated 
through the creation of a series of single-dwelling zones, where only 
one house is allowed on a lot. Furthermore, community plans in areas 
with larger populations of people of colour received more multi-family 
zoning plans, while areas with larger white populations preserved a 
high proportion of single-dwelling zones. 

The term “blight” kick-started the erasure of Black prosperity from 
the 1940s through to the 1990s, with the city seizing numerous 
Black-owned homes or targeting them with fines and intimidation, 
forcing many families to move - all under the guise of “slum 
clearance” and “urban renewal.” Blight was a term used fairly syn- 
onymously with predominantly Black and other “undesirable” 
neighbourhoods. According to an official document from the Portland 
Bureau of Buildings from 1962, blight included roof leaks, loose 
steps, doors that “stick,” uncovered trash, and even seemingly ambig- 
uous charges such as “needs paint” and “needs clean up.” Some 
homes were even targeted for having “outdated” items like now 
highly coveted clawfoot tubs. 

“Red-tagging” is a term frequently used by municipal building 
departments to describe the posting of notices on a property deemed 
dangerous or uninhabitable by a county or city. Officially, this means 
that the property has a recorded lien or liens against it due to code 
enforcement violations. The fact that a structure has been red-tagged 
does not necessarily mean that it must be condemned; but it is an 
official warning that remediation is required. Red-tagging was used 
liberally in Black communities, and leveraged as a tool to remove 
wealth and stability from Black families and businesses. 

The approval of the construction of the Memorial Coliseum in 1956 
brought more destruction to the still reeling community. To make way 
for the development, 476 homes were razed, as were commercial 
buildings. That same year, federal funds became available through the 
Federal-Aid Highway Act, for the purpose of creating more stream- 
lined transportation systems for suburban residents on what would 
be Interstate 5 and Highway 99. Again, the path was cleared through 
Albina, demolishing hundreds of housing units and cutting a gash 
through the neighbourhood and community. 
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CREEPY RIGHT FOLK 


He can do what he says — IF YOU 
LET HIM, Hei been doing it in Portland 
for years. Wherever you live in the city 
you dont have to travel very far for 
visible proof 


WHAT TO DC 

The Conservation Rehabilitation Pro 
gram of the Portland Bureau of Buildings 
is undoing much of Creepy's past work 
with its ordinances and Housing and 
Neighborhood Improvement Program 
BUT THIS IS NOT ENOUGH — 


YOU MUST HELP 

You can help by carefully inspecting 
your property for signs of Creepy Bligh? 
and getting cid of him with r iint, repairs 
or modernization wherever it is necessary 


Your property is probably the largest 
single investment you have ever made 
Don't risk it by letting it fall into a state 
of disrepair 


FOR FURTHER INFORMATION 
Contact 
Conservation Rehabilitation 
PORTLAND 
BUREAU OF BUILDINGS 
Room 403 + City Hall » Portland 
CApitol 8-614), Ext. 437 


Figure 8.1 1962 Creepy Blight flyer. 


The building of the I-5 highway in the middle of Portland’s Black 
neighbourhood not only destroyed a vibrant community but has also 
had a long-lasting environmental and social impact. The exhaust 
fumes from the highway and traffic at bridges, the heat generated 
from asphalt and concrete pavement, and the removal of land from 
community use are examples of environmental and economic injus- 
tices that need to be acknowledged and repaired so that the city and 


nation can heal. 


Figure 8.3a 1950s. High aerial view of Inner N Portland. 


Figure 8.3c 1948. Aerial view of the Vanport Flood Broadway Bridge 
(Inner Albina) during Vanport flood. 
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Figure 8.3d 2021. Aerial view of Inner Albina. 


With the loss of so much housing within the community, displaced 
residents were pushed further north and east, often into the older 
homes within the surrounding areas. Because of red-lining, loans and 
financing for larger repairs were not available. Combining this with 
the Housing Act of 1957, local officials continued targeting the Black 
community, deeming their neighbourhood “blighted” and labelling 
it as “slums” in need of revitalization.5 

The organizations, agencies, and developments may have had dif- 
ferent names and faces across the nation, but the goal and effect was 
the same - the destruction of Black communities for the convenience 
and wealth of white entities and communities. 


LIFTING UP BLACK VOICES 


With the advent of the worldwide covıp-19 pandemic in 2020, 
business as usual was interrupted and in some cases completely shut 
down. Access to technology - or the lack thereof — highlighted the 
disparities of policing, healthcare, and governing systems. Though 
the specific Black Lives Matter movement coalesced in 2013 with the 
acquittal of George Zimmerman in the killing of Trayvon Martin, a 
seventeen-year-old Black youth, the highly televised and streamed 
2020 murder of George Floyd by police officer Derek Chauvin was 
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the match that ignited the powder keg. Demonstrations erupted inter- 
nationally, bringing even more attention to long-simmering issues. 

Asa result, local organizations, cities, and government entities began 
to look for ways to recognize demands for change. Streets were painted 
overnight, statues and monuments honouring those who had abused 
Black people and fought to keep them enslaved were ripped from their 
bases, and murals calling for justice sprang up on boarded windows. 
This was the people’s art, creating a more just environment in which 
it is clear that Black lives do matter. 

This ad hoc redesign of the built environment reflects how often the 
input and the experience of marginalized communities, even as 
the primary denizens, are overlooked or ignored. Moving forward 
without engaging people who are affected but excluded from involve- 
ment in the needed changes will not work: the current problem-solving 
process is not acceptable. A Eurocentric paradigm cannot be used to 
serve all people. Those who are economically “rich” and have the 
decision-making power cannot treat human beings like “objects” that 
must be pushed away, ignored, marginalized, jailed, or controlled.° 

The patterns of restriction and exclusion of Black communities from 
opportunities for wealth-building are quite evident. Change cannot 
truly be effected until this and similar facts are addressed. Future 
models for facing issues and solving problems that Black people expe- 
rience must focus on developing ideas, strategies, and plans that 
acknowledge the impact and harm that have been inflicted on Black 
people. Such models will need to: 


+ identify root causes — including ideals of white supremacy — 
and tackle them with facts, truth, and integrity. People may say 
they had no role in creating past problems; however, they have 
benefited from the systems designed in their favour; 

« develop a new paradigm with the authentic voices of those who 
have been harmed or affected by previous decisions; 

* consistently engage methods and/or models that ensure that 
decisions are implemented so as to avoid repeating previous 
mistakes or creating new mistakes or issues; 

e focus on policing, the criminal justice system, repaying education 
debt, spatial justice, economic stability, and making reparations 
to those who have never been able to get out of harm’s way 
because of unjust systems of oppression. 


Block concept. 


Figure 8.4 Sky 
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Figure 8.5 Sky Block interior spaces. 


ALBINA VISION TRUST 


The Albina Vision Trust in Portland has investigated such goals as 
it moves forward with planning a new future for Albina - a future 
in which its Black inhabitants thrive in community, create and main- 
tain generational wealth, and benefit from the area’s development. 
An Albina in which the street grid is restored and reconnected. A 
space of Black joy. 

Governance as a tool of community maintenance and wealth 
generation is one of the tenets of this project as well. Some of the 
constructive possibilities are that: 


« loans and funds be processed through Black-owned banks; 

« Global Majority-owned firms be prioritized in awarding 
contractor bids - with local firms given first priority; 

+ local residents — particularly those who have been displaced — 
be given priority for employment on projects; 

* protection from Eminent Domain regulations and policies be 
written into policy; 

+ policing be community based; 

* a legacy of art, architecture, and business be brought in and 
restored. 


Space for Black Joy III 
THE SKY BLOCK CONCEPT 


A more conceptual approach is presented here, as the “Sky Block,” 
a concept we developed in partnership with El Dorado design firm. 
The focus here is on the use of architectural methods to address the 
economic, social, and cultural norms that are core to Black 
Americans’ dispersed communities as they are given the right to 
return to the city centre of Portland, Oregon. Rather than expect 
Black people who were displaced by urban renewal to return to high- 
rise condominiums and small apartments that lack green spaces, 
gardens, front porches, and common ground where friends and 
neighbours can gather and enjoy themselves, Sky Block introduces a 
social and physical infrastructure that elevates and stacks entire 
neighbourhood blocks. This innovation creates an environment where 
intact communities can be created and cultural norms can be contin- 
ued within a skyscraper typology. Placing the structure over a capped 
freeway creates numerous implications in the realm of environmental 
justice: reduction of emissions through the provision of filtration; 
cooling of the “heat island effect” from the concrete and asphalt, 
thanks to an increase in green spaces; and lessening of the noise pol- 
lution generated by the highway. 


CONCLUSION 


Black Portlanders have consistently been denied both space and a 
voice in the decision-making about the places they inhabit, an experi- 
ence that is replicated across the nation. This cannot continue to 
happen. Instead, a design culture of inclusion of the voice and desires 
of the very communities we work with must become the norm. Lift 
up Black voices, and partner in cultivating spaces of Black joy! 
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Hegel and Netflix 


Alex Taek-Gwang Lee 


“MY BOSS IS NOT HUMAN” 


The COvID-19 pandemic does not in itself constitute a crisis of capi- 
talism; rather, it compounds existing problems within the capitalist 
mode of production. The precarious status of essential workers, 
regardless of their living condition, has worsened. By contrast, as a 
result of valorizing the market above all else, unrestricted capitalist 
accumulation has been more efficient and has exacerbated social 
inequality. These contradictory consequences of the pandemic situa- 
tion prove that capitalism does not need workers for its completion. 
The pandemic has served less as a moment to mark the end of capital- 
ism than as yet another moment to sustain its paradox. 

Indeed, what we are seeing at the moment are the more traumatic 
experiences of capitalist restructuring. Some critics use the concept of 
“shock doctrine” to explain how capitalism survives the process 
of disasters. Naomi Klein’s theory of the shock doctrine, her critique of 
the Chicago School, is based on the assumption that “the human cost 
of shock therapy” is tactically designed to control the working class.* 
The foundation of shock doctrine is undoubtedly the human behav- 
ioural realm and it essentially requires a disruption in the social 
relations of production. However, given its current prevalence, disaster 
capitalism seems to achieve its culmination by erasing the working 
class itself. By that I do not mean the removal of workers but the 
modification of work as such. 

In the current pandemic this modification dramatically evolves to 
the idea of mechanical management based on surveillance technol- 
ogy. In other words, the mechanization of work - a perversion of 
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Taylorism — reconstructs the fundamentals of the labour force and 
drives each worker to be a part of a mechanism. The financial bull 
market on technology investment precipitates this shift further and 
reformulates the distribution of labour. I would call this inversion of 
capitalism the very essence of “pure capitalism”; that is, the “free” 
economic system that encourages individuals’ voluntary competition 
to produce and trade without government intervention. It is not easy 
to determine where administrative interference can engage the system 
if workers have no human management. “My Boss Is Not Human” 
(FAAS AEA), an article recently published in Caijing, a Chinese 
economic magazine, demonstrates how such mechanical surveillance 
can reorganize the workplace.” 

According to the report, many Chinese enterprises have adopted 
artificial intelligence for more efficient and standardized management. 
The new system works with surveillance cameras positioned through- 
out workplaces and records every worker’s behaviour and activities. 
An electronic roll call at the entrance is necessary to identify each 
person and monitor the group. This algorithmic scrutiny, the mechani- 
cal transformation of all human actions into data, subsumes the whole 
process of work into that of a single machine. The monitoring camera 
transcribes workers’ performance per second, and the central operat- 
ing system verifies its efficiency. Each component is designated a 
prescribed processing time by the algorithm, and the “Intelligent Task 
Distribution System” will recognize and facilitate the prescribed 
sequences of the workers’ actions. The electronic time attendance 
system refines the check-in procedures previously set at the company 
gate. Workers must swipe their cards if they leave the workplace. If 
they are absent from their seats for more than fifteen minutes, that 
recorded data will be submitted to the central operating system, and 
the corresponding wages will be automatically deducted at the end of 
the month. 

My point concerning this Chinese version of Taylor’s scientific 
management does not lie in the fact that Orwell’s imagination of Big 
Brother has been realized but rather in the fact that the aim of 
the administration is to modify human behaviour for the sake of the 
algorithmic mechanism. There is no such thing as Big Brother in 
the system; there is only the technological stupidity of controlling the 
workers by simplifying their actions. Any digressive and unpredicted 
move does not seem to be allowed. However, workers follow the rules 
not because the system governs them so tightly but because the norm 
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of the new scientific management - that is, the command of mechani- 
cal surveillance - forces them to obey the axioms of the mechanism. 
Therefore, the algorithmic organization of the workplace is not a 
crucial factor in the new management. The problem is that there must 
be an invisible decision-maker behind the automatic system that can 
solve any accidental and unpredictable outcome, even though the 
algorithmic mechanism operates without the presence of the human 
boss in the venue. The absence of surveillance - that is, subjective 
articulation — is always already included in the mechanism and pre- 
serves the locus of resistance. My experience of Netflix during this 
pandemic would suggest an example to justify this assumption. 


ALGORITHM AND CHOICE 


Recently I watched two films: Bollywood’s Love Per Square Foot 
(2018) and Hollywood’s Leap Year (2010). I discovered contrasting 
messages in these different productions. Love Per Square Foot portrays 
wish-fulfillment in the young Indian middle class, while Leap Year 
presents American middle-class disillusionment. The Indian movie is 
about an Indian boy (Sanjay, an IT engineer) and an Indian girl 
(Karina, a cashier) who work in the same bank. They both have 
dreams of owning their own “house” but are constantly deflected by 
their personal lives. Sanjay has an affair with his boss, who refuses to 
leave her husband, while Karina becomes engaged to her boyfriend, 
but her mother dithers about her dream of owning a house. 
Everything starts to change, however, when Sanjay finds out about 
a “joint housing scheme” that is supposed to provide an available 
apartment to a newly married couple. He suggests that he and Karina 
apply for it together, and she agrees to his plan to lie to the authori- 
ties that they are married. 

Leap Year follows the journey of Anna Brady, a real estate worker 
who is heading to Dublin to propose to Jeremy, her boyfriend, on leap 
day. (On 29 February, according to Irish tradition, a man cannot reject 
a woman’s proposal for marriage.) Anna and Jeremy live in Boston 
together, but he has not yet proposed. His hesitation is the impetus 
for her decision to embark on her leap-year adventure. On the way 
to Dublin, she meets an Irishman, Declan, an innkeeper and chef. No 
public transportation being available on her arrival, she begs Declan 
to taxi her to Jeremy’s hotel. In typical romantic-comedy fashion, of 
course, they gradually discover a mysterious attachment to each other. 
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After many twists and turns, they finally reach the hotel, where 
Jeremy - surprisingly — proposes to Anna. His intention does not fulfil 
Anna’s dream, however. At their later engagement party in Boston, 
she learns that he proposed only because the co-op board of the apart- 
ment building they want to buy in has an unspoken rule that only 
married couples can move in together. Disappointed, Anna leaves 
Jeremy and goes back to Ireland to confirm her true love, Declan. 

Interestingly, these two films deal with marriage and housing, the 
material foundations of the middle class, but in quite contrasting ways. 
For the Indian couple, housing is the necessary fulfilment to their love 
but, for the American heroine, prioritizing property indicates fake 
love, which she decides to renounce for true love. I happened to dis- 
cover them on Netflix: Love Per Square Foot first and then Leap Year. 
I didn’t “intend” to watch two movies one after another. It was Netflix 
that led me to Leap Year after I had watched Love Per Square Foot. 

This recommendation would have been programmed into Netflix’s 
algorithm. In other words, my taste in movie selections is read by the 
new teleo-technology of mechanical categorization. Without this 
technology, I could not have watched two films consecutively, let alone 
reach a comparative understanding of them. My contingent experi- 
ences of two movies took place via artificial intelligence. Without a 
doubt, it was “me” who chose the second movie and decided to watch 
it after checking Netflix’s recommendations, but it was not “my 
purpose” that brought me to the choice and decision. Even my hesita- 
tion about taking just a few of moments for my pleasure does not 
belong to the machine. The logic of Netflix relies heavily on my 
arbitrary choices. That feeling of reluctance makes us believe that 
“we can choose” or “we have a will to select.” 


TELEOLOGY VS MECHANISM 


Netflix is a mechanism that seems to have no purpose determined by 
an intelligence external to itself. Even though it is called artificial 
intelligence, Netflix does not have intelligence; but it confuses us with 
deferred moments of choice and functions as if we had a purpose in 
picking out something. It is a mere mechanism that assembles random 
big data and makes them seem necessitated. Half in jest, Hegel already 
anticipated the advent of Netflix in his discussion of the distinction 
between mechanism and teleology. In The Science of Logic, he argued 
that “where there is the perception of a purposiveness, an intelligence 
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is assumed as its author; required for purpose is thus the concept’s 
own free concrete existence.” He continues: 


Teleology is above all contrasted with mechanism, in which the 
determinateness posited in the object, being external, is one 

that gives no sign of self-determination. The opposition between 
cause efficientes and cause finales, between merely efficient and 
final causes, refers to this distinction, just as, at a more concrete 
level, the enquiry whether the absolute essence of the world is to 
be conceived as blind mechanism or as an intelligence that deter- 
mines itself in accordance with purposes also comes down to it.3 


Fatalism is opposed to freedom, and this opposition can be applied 
to the opposition between mechanism and teleology. Freedom is only 
possible in its concrete existence. In this sense, the mechanism is 
grounded in the immediacy of objectivity. This objective immediacy 
is the stupidity of Netflix. The algorithm based on big data would 
shape our preference of choice. By this rule we have no “freedom” to 
make our own choices. This iron cage of the teleo-technological 
mechanism is the principle of the platform media in this pandemic 
situation. Algorithmic machines such as Netflix, YouTube, and 
Facebook manage our taste for objects and serve as the possible for- 
mation of the present actuality. Ironically, these functions of 
technology, the mechanical totalization of objective data, make us 
believe that they are the essence of our lives. 

Let us consider Hegel’s use of teleology again here in order to rein- 
state the “purpose” of technology against the mechanization of life. 
According to Hegel, objective moments “stand in self-subsistent indif- 
ference as objects each outside the other, and as so related they possess 
the subjective unity of the concept only as inner or as outer.”+ 
Meanwhile, when the essential unity of objects is posited as “distinct 
from their self-subsistence” and the concept is subjective but supposed 
as “referring in and for itself to the objectivity, as purpose,” it is tele- 
ology. Hegel continues to claim that “since purpose is the concept 
posited as within it referring to objectivity, and through itself sublating 
its defect of being subjective, the at first external purposiveness 
becomes, through the realization of the purpose, internal.”5 This 
argument sheds light on how purpose becomes an idea. 

Hegel’s teleology separates his idealism from that of other idealists, 
in particular, Berkeley and Kant, who regard mind and rational 
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subjectivity as the origin of objects. For Hegel, whatever spiritual or 
ideal arises, further to Kant’s self-consciousness, does not emerge at 
the beginning of thought (and being) but at the end of them. Hegel’s 
spiritualism presupposes that the traumatic “education” of spirituality 
is extracted from the defects and errors of subjectivity. In this sense, 
Hegel’s teleology allows us to think beyond the necessity built into 
mechanisms like Netflix. The purpose of the technology lies ironically 
in the flaw of its mechanism; that is, in the subjective hesitation, our 
reluctant pause before the choice. In other words, there is no final 
decision there, only undecidability, which has the absolute other not 
from the outside, but deferring differences from within. The Hegelian 
use of teleology aims at bringing in a meta-logical approach to the 
automatic algorithm. 


RESISTANCES WITHIN MECHANISMS 


In my opinion, Hegel’s conception of teleology can be understood 
as the early consideration of today’s automatization. Algorithmic 
categorizations such as Netflix reveal how mechanical necessity 
reserves internalized purpose. Even though a mechanism seems 
automatic, the hesitating decision-maker must be behind the 
machine. When the Gulf War broke out in 1990, Félix Guattari 
wrote “Towards a Post-Media Era,” an essay in which he put for- 
ward the potential resistances in the mechanical categorization of 
media. He pondered the images of warfare on the television and 
stated that those media images of the event made us lift off into “an 
almost delirious universe of mass-media subjectivity.”° “The grow- 
ing power of software engineering,” he argued, “does not necessarily 
lead to the power of Big Brother. In fact, it is way more cracked than 
it seems. It can blow up like a windshield under the impact of 
molecular alternative practices.”7 

Just what are these “molecular alternative practices” of media? In 
a Hegelian sense, they would be possible with the creation of purpose 
in the use of technology. For Guattari, “post-media” must practice 
expressive mediation against the mechanical representation of reality, 
since “the good old days of media” consisted of nothing less than 
scientific and positivist imagination. New teleo-technological situa- 
tions have no powerful Big Brother in them; but they do contain many 
potential resistances. In this sense, what is urgently needed is to invent 
the “purpose” of post-media; in other words, a concept of it which 
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stands in and for itself. The creation of self-determinate concepts is 
the main task for the “pure metaphysics” of “pure mechanism.” 

Following Henri Bergson, Gilles Deleuze’s definition of his own 
philosophical purpose as pure metaphysics is appropriate for modern 
science and technology. It is not difficult to see the similarity between 
Deleuze’s pure metaphysics and Hegel’s teleology, but what separates 
Deleuze from Hegel is his understanding of negation. His rejection 
of Hegelian negation leads Deleuze to argue that Hegel’s concept of 
conflict is another aspect of difference.’ In line with Deleuze, Guattari 
emphasizes the “minor” use of technology. The concept of minority 
implies the affirmation of differences - that is, of those that are not 
subsumed by the generalization of the majority. The minor use of 
technology is nothing less than the creation of “inner purpose.” 

My accidental encounter with two different movies on Netflix and 
my critique of what I watched would be one of the possible practices 
that take up the experimental opportunity against mechanical neces- 
sity. What is to be done in this time of disaster capitalism is to affirm 
the contingency within mechanisms and to create the uncategorized 
purpose beyond the norms of algorithmic technology which are 
designed to modify our behaviour according to mechanical automa- 
tization. I believe that such resistances to technological affordances 
and the mechanical modification of desire will be the indefinite basis 
of politics against “pure capitalism.” 
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To 
Free Speech 


Natasha Lennard 


In November 2019 Professor Jonathan Zimmerman spoke at the 
University of California, Davis, putatively to address the issue of free 
speech and censorship on university campuses." Zimmerman, who has 
previously written with feverish concern for the well-being of young 
Trump voters at American colleges, framed the problem along an 
increasingly common spectrum in this debate: he suggested that a cat- 
egory mistake is being made when students and others demand that 
offensive speech be removed from campus discourse and that certain 
speakers be “de-platformed,” or “no-platformed.” By Zimmerman’s 
lights, such demands are censorship driven by the “psychologizing of 
politics”; that is, your feelings are hurt (you “social justice snowflake”), 
and you conflate your psychic pain with a valid political stance around 
which to organize the permissibility or impermissibility of speech in 
your environment. We see a similar rhetoric play out when activists 
who amass to shut down far-right speakers are painted as foolishly 
impassioned, allowing their hot-blooded anger to overwhelm the politi- 
cal scene; the reasoned actor, we are told, allows even the most 
reprehensible figures to air their putrid ideologies in our midst, confi- 
dent in the argumentative and persuasive strength of anti-racist, 
anti-nationalist rebuttals. “Politics and psychology don’t play well 
together,” said Zimmerman; the reasoned exchange of ideas, to be 
judged on their relative merits, is pitched against the oversensitive, 
unwieldy, apolitical and unphilosophic mob. 

In such a schema, you would find me on the side of the mob: I 
stand with those students and organizers who, around the world, 
have made a point of shutting down racist far-right speakers and 
writers who have attempted to gain purchase on campuses and in 
cultural institutions. 
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For all its confidence in reasonability, Zimmerman’s problematic 
of free and unfree speech is deeply flawed. A more stringently analytic 
and interrogative approach to speech, and what makes it free or not — 
indeed how it functions as speech at all — should lead one to see reason 
on the side of the “de-platformers.” On the side of the free-speech 
absolutists, meanwhile, lies a quite fanciful and underthought under- 
standing of no less than how language and meaning work. The 
category mistake is with those who, like Zimmerman, point to 
the issue of “psychologizing politics” but in fact mislocate the problem 
entirely. The more rigorous philosophy is on the side of the mob. 

The most valid positions for expelling white-supremacist speech — 
which, to be sure, constitutes white-supremacist organizing — have 
been well made, again and again, most particularly by communities 
of colour, trans activists, and undocumented people who have attested 
to the immediate harm done to them when the presence of such voices 
is legitimized via public platform. These communities should no longer 
need to debate the mattering of their lives. I agree with this, marrow 
deep. But since their positions have been dismissed as over-emotional 
and anti-intellectual, I make this argument here to meet free-speech 
absolutists on their own proclaimed terms. Those who claim “reason” 
is on their side are in fact the purveyors of a near-religious and under- 
interrogated view of these language games. 

I want here first to interrogate the assumptions implicit in the com- 
mon concept of permissible and “free” speech deployed by defenders 
of the ability of far-right speakers to speak in public or publish in 
mainstream platforms. Then I will suggest an alternative, and I believe 
better, framework for thinking about the work done by certain types 
of speech; for this I rely upon (and support) philosopher Ludwig 
Wittgenstein’s meaning-as-use approach,” along with some simple 
speech act theory, and I appeal to just a dash of proof from recent 
history. I hope to establish that a more robust discussion of speech 
acts and linguistic scenes supports arguments to shut down racist far- 
right speech in public; without this, a more just society can be neither 
performed nor practised. 

Let me lay out some parameters; a necessary preamble, if you will. 
Or, if I am honest, a pre-emptive response to a tired counterargument. 
I am not interested in arguing here for any sort of changes to, or cur- 
tailment of, the First Amendment to the US Constitution. My argument 
pertains to how communities should better organize their thoughts 
and actions around the sorts of speech and assembly they enable and 
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tolerate - how we might recognize our responsibilities for creating 
certain political realities in the spaces in which we live, learn, and 
work. The museum, the university administration, the newspaper, the 
social media company: these institutions can and do uphold stricter 
standards than the state - in some ways — when it comes to permitting 
or banning certain types of speech. 

Furthermore, we must acknowledge that we are dealing with 
something slippery, dynamic and contextual: that is, speech. Yes, an 
institution could expand its set of banned symbols and phrases (Pepe 
the Frog as well as the swastika). But by changing the rules of permit- 
ted speech, the administration, or the state, would fail to arrest the 
dynamic of white-supremacist speech acts and their adaptability. 
Language games do have rules - if completely contravened, we fail to 
make meaningful speech together, producing mere noises — but the 
“rules” are exceedingly malleable. These games are not a chaotic free- 
for-all, but they are not chess either. If there is consensus around a 
new convention of usage among a linguisticcommunity, we can keep 
talking; if not, communication fails. What gets to count as “correct 
play” in language is malleable but nonetheless dependent on a critical 
(enough) number of participants “playing along.” As Wittgenstein 
knew, “the meaning of a word is its use in the language. ”3 


Let me begin by recalling the words of US Supreme Court Justice 
Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr in his famed 1919 dissent in the case of 
Abrams v. United States — a text that has, perhaps more than any 
other, undergirded legal thinking around freedom of speech in 
America and beyond for the last century. “The best test of truth,” 
wrote Holmes, “is the power of the thought to get itself accepted in 
the competition of the market.”4 Holmes was a pragmatist and a 
careful judicial thinker. But today we see his dissent reduced into an 
underthought premise for free-speech absolutism. Given the chance 
to compete with each other in this “marketplace of ideas,” it suggests, 
the best ideas, indeed the truth, will win through; as such, it must be 
this marketplace, rather than some censorious authority or “mob,” 
that determines which ideas are given a platform. The least and most 
we can and should do, according to such a framework, is to keep the 
marketplace open. 

The overused market analogy — or market ideology - informs mod- 
ern First Amendment doctrine, and constitutes the underexamined 


Free Speech 123 


framework of today’s free-speech debate. It is this framework, not the 
legal doctrine itself, that I take to task. It is based on a weak under- 
standing of how speech, truth, and meaning works. Indeed, for a 
debate around speech in which the university campus is the terrain of 
contest, it is quite astounding how little theoretical attention has been 
given to the functioning of speech itself. It is as if decades — centuries — 
of philosophical work were somehow irrelevant in the face of only 
partially applicable, barely interrogated, liberal judicial ideology. 

In July 2020, Harper’s Magazine published a “Letter on Justice and 
Open Debate”5 signed by over 150 writers, academics, and public 
figures — including anti-trans zealot J.K. Rowling, scholar-activist 
Noam Chomsky, novelist Margaret Atwood, and a host of exceedingly 
poor conservative and liberal thinkers like Steven Pinker and Malcolm 
Gladwell, alongside other paranoiac centrists who fear so-called cancel 
culture. Published during a potent moment of Black liberation strug- 
gle, when, finally, the institutional racism and whiteness of so many 
established media institutions was under the spotlight, the letter 
argued that speech was under threat. This threat came from the 
authoritarian impulses of Donald Trump, the letter noted, but its real 
focus was the “censoriousness” of the anti-racists and anti-fascists 
who dared demand that racism and anti-trans hate no longer be con- 
sidered valid terrains of public debate. “It is now all too common to 
hear calls for swift and severe retribution in response to perceived 
transgressions of speech and thought,” stated the letter — a most 
vicious deployment of the word “perceived.” The letter echoes 
Holmes’s dissent almost verbatim, as if his proposition were unques- 
tionable: “The way to defeat bad ideas is by exposure, argument, and 
persuasion, not by trying to silence or wish them away.” 

A number of presumptions underlie this standardized approach to 
free speech. First, it presumes that this thing called the “market” is a 
fair judge of goodness and truth; that it is a fair organizer of justice. 
Such free-market fundamentalism is roundly decried, and is indeed 
laughable when applied to an economic context (and it is an economic 
analogy); in the aftermath of (just the latest) ferocious financial crisis, 
faith in the market as a fair arbiter is nothing but the near-religious 
preserve of the mega-rich - those who have benefited from the deeply 
unfair terrain that it is. Yet we continue to treat the market analogy 
as unproblematic when applied to speech and ideas; we have no 
grounds to do so and ample empirical basis to see the operations of 
“the marketplace of ideas” as equally rigged to favour existing power 
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structures. Any claim otherwise finds itself in the terrain of what 
Jamaican philosopher Charles W. Mills calls “white ignorance”® - that 
well-fostered individualist epistemology whereby stories of truth- 
telling conveniently forget the facts of history. At one point, for 
example, in German-colonized South West Africa, white settlers 
demanded that in court only the testimony of seven African witnesses 
could outweigh evidence presented by a single white person. Or to 
raise more recent examples, we might point to the numerous 
Palestinian scholars, and any critics of Israeli state violence, who have 
been fired or denied the ability to speak through claims equating anti- 
Zionism, or indeed mild condemnation of Israel’s extreme aggressions, 
with anti-Semitism. It has always been the case that the ideas “mar- 
ketplace” has reflected existing systems of power. So tell me again 
about “best of truth” winning through by virtue of this market’s 
determinations? Such pretenses, that there exists a neutral terrain on 
which ideas merely “compete” and that the “best” will win through, 
require a most fanatical lack of empiricism. 

Second, the “free exchange of ideas” framework posits “truth” as 
something that is simply there, lying around to be found, to win the 
day. The framework thus ignores the dead, real, material conditions — 
the brutal hierarchies — that organize what gets to be truth. A more 
“critical” approach to truth-telling by no means denies the existence 
of verifiable facts but insists that attention is given to the “activity” of 
speech: who gets to do it, how, where, and to whom. This is not relativ- 
ism with regard to truth; it is materialism, with a long-established 
history in the philosophy of science. A reckoning is in order with the 
limitations of facts in the face of disinterested power - the limitations 
of the language game of factual reporting in the face of the language 
game of white-supremacist propagandizing. 

Third, and more to the point here, the absolutist model locates 
speech — the unit that is to be deemed permissible or not — in a specific 
way. There are “thoughts” that get themselves “accepted” into the 
marketplace of ideas or not. These “thoughts” are the bearers of truth, 
falsity, merit, or violence. Speech (whether verbal, written, or other- 
wise), then, is to be understood as that which conveys thoughts. There 
is the world, ideas about the world — which can be offensive or not, 
and true or not — and the speech that delivers those ideas. What we 
have here is a deeply rudimentary “conceptual” model of meaning, 
in which words simply attach to or represent the world (or fail to do 
so). Under such a static model, speech itself is merely a tool - equally 
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available to all — with which we exchange ideas about the world. And 
if this is how meaning works, then certainly, an absolutist free-speech 
argument makes sense: it portrays the world and its truth as it is, 
while bad ideas about it - poor or incorrect representations of it in 
speech — will be shown to be false when held up against better rep- 
resentations of the truth of the world. Fear not, we are enjoined; 
by this model abhorrent ideas and theories, like race realism, will be 
felled by the sheer fact of being false, perverse representations of 
humanity and difference. 

Funny, though, that race realism has not been felled, even though 
the concept has been so fully discredited. Maybe we just haven’t 
delivered our “better,” more just representations of the world with 
sufficient clarity. Maybe we simply need to debate harder. Or, just 
maybe, the model of communication we are relying on here is in itself 
false: maybe we are actually not talking about exchanging ideas about 
the world. Because, I submit, when far-right figures and groups gather 
and speak in the public sphere, on- and offline, they’re not simply 
positing ideas about how they believe the world is and should be, 
offering their thoughts up to the marketplace of ideas to be earnestly 
considered and judged. Or, more precisely, they are describing the 
world as they believe it to be, but that is nevertheless the least relevant 
aspect of the speech acts at play in such a circum stance. It is high time 
we stopped perpetuating the myth that this is a debate about ... well, 
when it is appropriate to debate. 

After all, a speech act is not simply the spoken representation of a 
thought about the world; it is the performance of an action. Like many 
speech acts, those performed by white supremacists in public are what 
the philosopher of language J.L. Austin called perlocutionary acts: 
that is, they are not so much organized around expressing the interior- 
ity of the speaker, or describing something, as they are designed to 
arouse a reaction in the listener - their force is their perlocutionary 
effect.” Here’s a perlocutionary speech act: “I’m hungry!” Pm not 
telling you I’m hungry because I want you to simply know it. I’m not 
in a doctor’s office after stomach complications, speaking in order to 
describe an internal experience. I’m telling you I’m hungry for the 
perlocutionary effect of you thinking you should get me food. A white 
nationalist’s (false) statement that a “flood” of undocumented immi- 
grants is spreading crime and taking resources is indeed offering a 
false description of the world, the falseness of which can be and has 
been pointed out. But the speech act is more significant in its 
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perlocutionary force and effect: the utterance doesn’t function pri- 
marily as a description, to be tested for truth or falsity; the listener 
(if a white European) is being told to feel threatened, and if non- 
white, non-European, is, in turn, being threatened by being named 
as a threat external to the direct audience. What is going on here, 
when these speech acts are enacted, is not (again borrowing from 
Wittgenstein) best read through “the language game of reporting.” 
The speech acts of expressing and spreading fascistic, white suprema- 
cist desires are not parts of the language game we might call the “open 
exchange of ideas.” 

The most obvious response is: Why not simply respond with better 
speech acts? “Speak truth to perlocutionary effect,” if you will. I want 
specifically to address why racist, homophobic, transphobic, anti- 
immigrant speech acts — qua speech acts — are not best combatted 
through debate. On the level of speech acts, I borrow from feminist 
philosopher Mary Kate McGowan. McGowan has made some flawed 
criticisms of sex work and pornography,® but I find her work useful 
here. She notes that to try to remove racism, misogyny, transphobia, 
and other oppressive speech from a linguistic scene is like trying to 
“unring a bell”? - it is much easier to introduce sexist and racist pre- 
suppositions into a conversation than it is to exorcise them. They are 
what are known as “exercitive speech acts” ° — they determine what 
sort of actions or behaviours are permissible in a given domain. The 
police make a lot of exercitive speech acts; as do judges, umpires, and 
referees. But there are all kinds of other quotidian examples. A group 
of acquaintances may be having dinner, and one attendee starts talking 
about sex, so everyone feels permitted to talk about sex. There’s no 
going back to the point before the topic was raised. But the stakes of 
the introduction of oppressive speech into a space, meanwhile, have 
been raised by the pernicious matter at hand. 

Just “raising questions” about racist pseudoscience, as well as out- 
right white-supremacist speech, involves illocutionary acts (that is, 
speech acts that perform deeds when uttered, like promising, declaring, 
or commanding) that enact what McGowan calls “oppressive permis- 
sibility facts.” 1! From the speech acts of Richard Spencer’s invocation 
of “white pride” and Milo Yiannopoulos’s mockery of trans students, 
to Charles Murray’s suggestion that white men are intellectually 
superior, or that of Senator Tom Cotton urging that the military be 
deployed against Black American protesters — these all enact, even if 
not explicitly, the permissibility of oppression in the environment in 
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which they are spoken. The perlocutionary effect of Trump’s racist 
speech — that is, the attendant huge spike in white-supremacist hate 
crimes — should make this clear. And again, conversations are asym- 
metrically pliable: there’s a general asymmetry between verbally 
making something salient (by which I mean noticeable) as part of a 
linguistic scene or terrain, and verbally making something unsalient. 
Think of trying to unring a bell, or put toothpaste back into the tube. 
Calls for the free exchange of ideas, appeals to capital-T truth, wholly 
fail to reckon with asymmetric pliability and the introduction of 
oppressive permissibility facts. That is to say, free speech absolutism 
again fails in its understanding of how speech works. Those who have 
felt the brute force of this “introduction of oppressive permissibility 
facts” — that is, the vile lived reality of racism — don’t need speech act 
theory to understand this. It is shameful that so many cultural, insti- 
tutional, and educational gatekeepers still do. 

Let us look at the language games at play in the following example. 
When, in response to the many, many executions, beatings, and cag- 
ings of Black people by police and the criminal justice system, 
thousands rose up to assert “Black Lives Matter!” the call was for a 
truth that has not been - has never been - instantiated in the United 
States or the West more generally: Black lives have not been permitted 
to matter. In response, the worst reactionaries and most stupid cen- 
trists asked why we could not instead make the call, “All lives matter!” 
It is a true statement, to be sure: all lives do matter. But under the 
current and violent order of things, all lives don’t get to matter; by 
parrying the specificity of Black lives and functioning as a rejoinder, 
the utterance, albeit true, commits its own violence. The meaning of 
a statement is in its use, and the call is deployed not in the language 
game of describing the mattering of lives, but in the maintenance of 
brutal, racist hierarchies in which Black lives don’t get to matter. 
“Black Lives Matter!,” as a speech act, is not uttered primarily in the 
service of description either; it is a demand, to be repeated until it 
doesn’t need saying anymore. 

I am interested in these language games of resistance and how we 
play them. That is why I, and many others, use the word “fascist” to 
describe Donald Trump, his adviser Stephen Miller, the alt-right 
Reform UK (née Brexit) Party leader Nigel Farage, and the German 
Alternative fur Deutschland, among others. We could simply call them 
far-right nationalists and racists, and we do that, too. Those who claim 
that these figures do not fit a formal definition of “fascism,” however, 
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miss the fact that fascism is a family-resemblance concept — and these 
characters and groups certainly share in “a network of similarities” 
with what was historically described as “fascist.” And many of us 
who use the term “fascism” today do so in order to invite an anti- 
fascist response, a response of resolute intolerance to the fascistic 
constellations we are seeing. This too is a speech act, not simply a 
description — an aggressive and ethical move to draw and redraw the 
boundaries of what we might call “fascist” as we go. 

It is worth noting that the contemporary far right, metastasizing 
online, often uses the pliability of meaning to its advantage. Consider, 
if you will, the “okay” hand symbol (index finger and thumb held 
in a ring): far-right trolls laughed at liberals who “fell” for the sup- 
posed hoax of believing the “okay” hand sign to be a white-supremacist 
gesture. But since it was white supremacists who kept “okaying” in 
photos, it turns out the social justice snowflakes were correctly observ- 
ing the addition of a new hate symbol to the lexicon through the far 
right’s collective use. In response to alleged political correctness gone 
too far, the vile alt-right radio host Paul Joseph Watson once tweeted, 
“Wearing a sombrero is not racist, you utter dolt. It’s a fucking hat.” 
Against this sort of disingenuous appeal to “factual” meaning as a 
cover for racism, we can say to those playing Watson’s game: “Look, 
you utter fascists, use is meaning — it’s not just a fucking hat!” 

One might respond: “But hey, it’s not like far-right speakers today 
would be introducing white-supremacist ideology by extolling it 
publicly; these aren’t new ideas! They undergird the history of Europe 
and the United States. So since the bell has been rung, and rung and 
rung, we can’t pretend never to have heard it.” This rebuttal, however, 
misses the difference between citationality — the ability to cite and 
discuss a given discourse without restating or reasserting its claims — 
and each new (oppressive) speech act. I am not suggesting that we not 
talk about and discuss white-supremacist ideology; we are doing it 
now, and to do so requires white-supremacist speech to be in some 
sense citationally available, so that we can know what it has looked 
like, currently looks like, and how it persists and changes and warps. 
But this does not mean that speech acts of the far right on campuses, 
online, and in public are thus useful in exposing us to these ideas. 
Rather, they are overexposed: their speech acts function only to 
introduce oppressive permissibility facts into a given locale, a given 
community. And this is precisely the language game that must not 
be entertained. Indeed, the work of vigorous, loud, disruptive, 
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sometimes-confrontational protest is deployed precisely to ensure that 
the insidious language game of enacted white-supremacist permissibil- 
ity facts is deemed too intolerable to play. 
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PART THREE 


Outspoken Policies 


II 


Affırmative Politics: 
Beyond the Rhetoric of Lament 


Rosi Braidotti 


Our era is toxic with negativity. A refrain about decline and decay, 
death, extinction, and the end of just about everything circulates in 
all kinds of variations across contemporary culture. It has plunged 
whinging and complaining to new lows of repetition, reaching prob- 
lematic degrees of popularity. This refrain constitutes a populist 
variation on an old apocalyptic genre, which I call: the rhetoric of the 
self-pitying lament. 

Monopolized and manipulated by conservative political forces, this 
rhetoric for the most part voices discontent that manifests as disen- 
chantment and anger. The feeling that the status quo is under threat 
fuses easily with white-masculine rage, initiating a chain reaction that 
includes unchecked misogyny, triumphant sexism, and sexual violence; 
homo- and transphobia; racism, antisemitism, Islamophobia, xeno- 
phobia, hatred of immigrants and asylum-seekers, and a fatal 
attraction for illiberal governance. Whiteness and masculinity emerge, 
therefore, as major factors in creating the kind of existential risks the 
rest of the world’s population has to deal with. The attitude they 
generate spreads a vituperative hatred of otherness — the unfamiliar, 
the unexpected — which fits the category of micro-fascism defined as 
an ethical deficiency, a relational deficit, and a political failure." 


THE POSTHUMAN CONVERGENCE 
The sense of things coming to an end is admittedly fuelled by ample 


empirical evidence about the emergencies our planet is facing in 
an era marked by what I call “the posthuman convergence.”? This 
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juncture is framed by the simultaneous occurrence of the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution? and the Sixth Extinction;* fast-moving 
technological advances are matched by the acceleration of cata- 
strophic environmental degradation and socio-economic inequalities. 
Confronted with fractures and systemic violence, posthuman con- 
vergence designs emotional and psychic landscapes swept by swinging 
moods. They trigger an alternation of conflicting emotions such as 
hope and despair, excitement and anxiety. But above them all, the 
rhetoric of the self-pitying lament rules. 

This rhetoric of complaint is as popular on the left as on the right of 
the political spectrum. On the right, the populist tradition stresses 
sacralized notions of cultural authenticity, which replace or reinforce 
appeals to blood and soil. Cultural essentialism — or ethno-nationalism — 
in the guise of civic pride, is the refrain of today’s right-wing populism. 
On the left of the political spectrum, social classes devastated by decades 
of economic decline and enforced austerity have endorsed the public 
expression of “whitelash”: white people’s — mostly men’s — anger, pro- 
ducing a virulent form of neo-nationalist populism. All populists 
capitalize on the frustrations and fears of those who were impoverished 
by the fallout of economic globalization, thus adding a new chapter 
to the long history of the politics of resentment. They all mobilize 
against the post-nationalist potential of the European Union, which 
remains anathema for right- as for left-wing extremists.5 

Intellectual and academic debates experience the same phenomenon, 
in the form of a well-funded and carefully orchestrated sequence of 
“culture wars.” In Europe, public intellectual and literary figures 
on the right and left of the spectrum have canonized the rhetoric of 
lament. Michel Houellebecq and Alain Finkielkraut in France and 
Thilo Sarrazin in Germany lead the crusade, just as Samuel Huntington 
had done in the 1990s in the United States.° They specifically target 
what they perceive as the civilizational decline of Europe in relation 
to Islam. This self-flagellation seems to be especially strong in French 
culture, where the figure of the intellectual has historically played a 
significant public role in the making of a secular and Republican civic 
space. Thus, Eric Zemmour writes about the “suicide” of French 
cultural excellence, and in the Netherlands the far-right politicial 
Thierry Baudet waxes lyrical about the superiority of “Borealism” 
and the Nordic races.” 

But spirits are not exactly high in the progressive rank and file of 
the philosophical community either, with Bruno Latour commenting 


Affirmative Politics 135 


ambivalently about the end of critique itself — insofar as he never 
believed in it to begin with. Alain Badiou, on the other hand, com- 
plains about the theoretical impotence of what’s left of the left, while 
Andreas Malman regrets that not everybody is a Leninist these days.® 
Slavoj Zizek, after supporting Trump against the feminist, anti-racist 
wishy-washy liberals, preaches a return to Hegel as a life raft in the 
choppy seas of posthuman convergence.? Former liberal Mark Lilla 
of Columbia University attacks all other liberals for giving in to iden- 
tity politics and political correctness, while Jordan Peterson from 
Toronto attacks as an enemy of the people anybody who expresses 
sympathy for liberal causes.'° The lament is the defining feature of 
the discourses of nativist populist movements, as exemplified by Steve 
Bannon as the dark prince of neo-apocalyptic alt-right thinking. 

It is difficult not to see this self-pitying lament as the emerging pos- 
ture of Western males contemplating the spectacle - or even just the 
possibility — of their own socio-economic loss of unearned privileges. 
The tendency is to scapegoat feminists, LGBTQ+ people and Black, 
Indigenous, and people of colour, as well as asylum-seekers and 
Muslim people in general. European populism is proto-fascist in ori- 
entation and genealogy, but it is also a bundle of contradictions held 
together by inveterate sexism and racism. On the one hand populists 
claim to embrace Christianity as the alleged core of European civiliza- 
tion, making concessions to Christian fundamentalism, family values, 
homo- and transphobia, and anti-feminism in general. On the other 
hand, populists flirt with anti-Christian paganism and an utter lack of 
charity and compassion. Catholic (Salvini, Orban, Bolsonaro, and so 
forth), Protestant (Baudet, Rees-Mogg, American Evangelicals), Hindu 
(Modi), and Orthodox (Putin) populist leaders manipulate religion 
for purposes of exclusion, xenophobia, and Islamophobia. 

These “populists from above” are leading the new cultural wars 
from positions of great power, and combine visceral anti-feminism 
with ancestral anti-abortion natalist politics and xenophobia.'' Their 
aggressive nativism has been openly condemned by Pope Francis and 
the religious leaders of the very churches they claim to defend, 
because it encourages violent neocolonial crusades against the many 
unwanted “others.” These neo-nationalist politicians have triggered 
a series of political backlashes that endanger the hard-won progress 
made by feminist and LGBTQ+ people. But they also jeopardize 
democratic proceedings in general, confronting us with the spectre 
of what Isabelle Stengers calls “the coming barbarism.”'* The 
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self-appointed crusaders of the West are also the enemies of liberalism, 
industrial modernity, and democracy. Resolutely reactionary, they 
claim to be pre-Enlightenment thinkers and propose their own mythol- 
ogized reading of the classical sources of Western culture as a 
homogenous religious and cultural continuum that they call “human- 
ity.” Rejecting representative democracy and social-contract theory, 
their propose to draw political legitimacy directly from the people. 
And the people are always and only One - rooted in a sacralized 
notion of soil and blood. Always the same old micro-fascist refrain. 


THE ANTHROPOCENE AS EUROCENTRIC PANIC 


In Anthropocene scholarship, the sense of apocalyptic panic is over- 
whelming. Mainstream Anthropocene-oriented scholarship is awash 
with angst as industrialized, developed, and technologically advanced 
humanity perceives itself as standing on the edge of a precipice and 
on the verge of extinction."3 In this culturally specific conception, the 
future of the human is now preoccupying vast numbers of social com- 
mentators and philosophers.'+ The mood is generally sombre. 

Popular culture is ready to magnify it. Hollywood and the streaming 
platforms have been quick to take up this morose mood and com- 
modify it, turning catastrophe into a highly profitable entertainment 
genre: disaster movies, extinction series, posthuman futures. They are 
a cruelly optimistic variation on what is becoming known as 
“Apocalypse Chic.” Extinction is cool, even as the planet gets hotter 
and hotter, and the new theoretical field known as “Collapsology” is 
in full expansion.'5 These catastrophic climate-change narratives and 
scenarios are, according to Gry Ulstein and Mahlu Mertens, over- 
whelmingly white, Eurocentric, and masculine."° It follows, therefore, 
that the key question — to which I will return in my conclusion — is the 
following: who are “we” that comprise a humanity at risk? Whose 
pain and anxiety is being expressed here? 

The Eurocentric rhetoric of the self-pitying lament in relation to 
climate change expresses profound irresponsibility and immaturity. 
It is all the more objectionable considering that almost 50 per cent 
of global emissions are produced by the wealthiest ro per cent of 
the world’s population, but the impact of these emissions is hurting the 
poorest first and worst, especially in the global South. This is why I 
have been calling for a strong, activist posthuman feminist position 
to replace the rhetoric of lament with affirmative politics and develop 
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some decolonial critical consciousnesses about climate change.t7 One 
thing is clear: the project of Western industrial modernity, which 
deployed a fossil fuel-led model of extractive economies and colonial 
economic growth and assumed an unlimited exploitation of “natural” 
resources, has shown its limitations. This capitalist, colonial, and 
patriarchal model, which is the root cause of ecological depletion, is 
inextricably linked to the colonial appropriation of land, culture, and 
resources from Indigenous people, their enslavement, and their 
dehumanization. To become aware of such historical responsibilities — 
at long last - should be greeted as an opportunity to develop adequate 
knowledge of the abuses of the Western world and to atone ethically 
and politically for them. The rhetoric of lament fails on both scores: 
it blurs the epistemological insight and misses the ethical challenge, 
mistaking them instead as a self-centred crisis of legitimation. Through 
such a sleight of hand, neocolonial populist politics perpetuates the 
willful ignorance and crass arrogance of the past, reducing its own 
capacity for moral and social growth. 

The sense of panic triggered by mainstream Western discussions of 
climate change, the Anthropocene, and species extinction has been 
viewed with justified skepticism by Black, decolonial, and especially 
Indigenous critical thinkers, LGBTQ + people, and feminists. In these 
activist movements, the mood is both upbeat and more community- 
minded. Many have pointed out that First Nations people have already 
experienced the devastation of their lands and cultures through the 
violence of colonization.'® As Deborah Danowski and Eduardo 
Viveiros de Castro poignantly expressed it: “for the native people 
of the Americas, the end of the world already happened — five centuries 
ago. To be exact, it began on October 12, 1492.”'? Black and 
Indigenous thinkers, like many non-Western philosophers, conse- 
quently call for a more critical account of the climate-change 
emergency, one that allows for decolonial perspectives and anti-racist 
approaches. From a decolonial perspective, these fits of “white panic” 
signal the return of colonial violence upon those most responsible 
for it. The Anthropocene in this respect is the return of nature and 
its intrusion into the dominant, Western, Christian, capitalist, civiliza- 
tional matrix. 

My critical posthuman stance joins the activists’ call for solidarity 
and community action and also argues for a more balanced assessment 
of the fallout of the posthuman convergence. In my posthuman analy- 
sis I have moreover pointed out that, in spite of increasing mobilization 
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on the part of progressive political forces, there is no evidence at present 
that the dominant economic and civilizational Western economic and 
cultural model is being questioned. For instance, in April 2020 — in the 
midst of the coronavirus pandemic — US president Trump signed an 
executive order allowing American companies to mine resources from 
the moon and asteroids in outer space. This move expressed undying 
support for extraction economies, as well as supreme contempt for 
environmental politics, let alone International Law. But Trump’s execu- 
tive order — which incidentally was immediately confirmed by the 
incoming Biden administration — also encouraged partnerships between 
the federal government and the private sector. Space exploration nowa- 
days is dominated by the private capital of tycoons like Jeff Bezos, Elon 
Musk, and Richard Branson, who are keen to mine extra-terrestrial 
space for resources, including water and key minerals. 

All autocrats being the same, however, Trump’s intergalactic ambi- 
tions are not unique as an expression of latter-day imperialism. In 
August 2007, two teams of Russian explorers and researchers travel- 
ling in mini-submarines planted their country’s flag on the seabed 
4,200 metres below the North Pole. The purpose of this extraordinary 
gesture was to further Moscow’s claims to ownership of the Arctic 
region and to confirm Putin’s territorial claim to the sea, currently 
administered by the International Seabed Authority and regulated by 
International Law. The melting of the polar ice caps has opened the 
possibility of new shipping and trade routes at the North Pole, thereby 
intensifying the competition among these neocolonial powers. So, 
contemporary autocratic leaders continue to uphold a failed and 
murderous model of neocolonial capitalist growth, and even aim to 
expand it, with no concern for the risks, costs, and injustices it entails. 
The same contempt and indifference for the human and non-human 
risks and costs was displayed during the covID-19 pandemic. Both 
climate change denial and covip-19 denial are defining features of 
contemporary populist negativity. Again, previously critical intellectu- 
als are not immune from this regressive behaviour. Giorgio Agamben, 
for instance, turned coronavirus-denialist and, after disputing the 
lethal character of the CovID-19 epidemic,?° joined forces with fel- 
low Italian critical philosopher Massimo Cacciari to defend the rights 
of the “no vax” movement.*! Attacking public health measures as the 
arbitrary expression of a despotic state of emergency, Agamben under- 
estimated the threat the virus represents and ignores the heavy toll it 
has already taken in terms of human lives. 
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Commentators have noted that the countries which, so far, have 
benefited from the most effective pandemic-managing governance 
appear to be those led by women. That is the case for Finland (Sanna 
Marin), Iceland (Katrin Jakobsdöttir), Denmark (Mette Frederiksen), 
New Zealand (Jacinda Ardern), Taiwan (Tsai Ing-wen), and Germany 
(Angela Merkel). Cynthia Enloe raises the obvious question: “Are 
women-led governments both more civically responsible and more 
likely to inspire trust, and thus the public’s compliance with health 
rules, than are governments led by men?” And conversely, are the 
toxic versions of masculinity circulating in the anti-lockdown position 
of the political right during the pandemic - particularly “cavalier 
masculinity, mercurial masculinity, arrogant masculinity, clownish 
masculinity, militarized masculinity” — most likely to let down public 
trust during a public health crisis? And with what consequences?** 

Not to care for the pain of others — human and non-human 
others — is a form of callousness and ethical incompetence that 
accommodates brutal structural social and economic inequalities 
with advanced high technologies. The logic and the rhetoric of the 
self-pitying lament expresses a narrow sense of self-centred vulner- 
ability, which seems to assume that the only pain that matters in the 
world is white people’s and especially white men’s pain.*3 It breeds 
a sense of powerlessness that poisons the public sphere, producing 
painful fractures. It envisages technological programs of human 
enhancement, but also accepts the “need” to sacrifice entire sectors 
of the earth’s population, both human and non-human. Ina morally 
bankrupt display of its necro-political soul, late capitalism is plan- 
ning economic expansion for a few and managed decline for most 
of the others. A necro-political logic of sacrifice is being deployed 
which makes entire sectors of populations disposable and hence more 
mortal than others. What is being installed is a system of sexualized, 
racialized, and naturalized selection of who gets to survive, and who 
is left to perish. 


WHY WE NEED A FEMINIST 
AFFIRMATIVE ETHICS 


Critical thinkers usually have to think against their times - in 
spite of their times, but also out of concern for them. This insight 
rings painfully true in the midst of the posthuman convergence, 
with its heady combination of stupefying technological progress, 


140 Rosi Braidotti 


stultifying environmental degradation, and widespread human and 
non-human suffering. 

Fortunately, the regression is counteracted by multiple resistance 
movements that are also making headlines and redrawing the maps 
of political activism the world over, notably BLM and anti-racist 
groups, new feminist and LGBTQ+ movements, and transnational 
environmental justice movements. A feminist affirmative ethics brings 
an active and tonic response against twisted discourses and practices 
of recrimination and self-righteous lament. Affirmation is neither 
acquiescence nor shallow optimism, but rather a critical praxis whose 
goal is the collective transformation of negativity. Resetting a basic 
agenda of empathy, generic care for humans and non-humans, and 
solidarity, a feminist politics of respect and equality seems an obvious 
place to start. But it looks further, arguing that the same conditions 
that cause our concerns also contain the potential to bring solutions. 

An affirmative ethics states that we have to be worthy of our times 
in order to resist them, in a collaborative construction of alternative 
ways of “being-in-this-together.” The critical spirit of feminist activ- 
ists, in their great diversity, finds its creative inspiration again, so as 
to cope with social and political challenges of the posthuman con- 
vergence. Adequate understanding guides the ethics: “we” need to 
acknowledge the pain and disenchantment, learning from our mis- 
takes and those of others, in order to move forward and build a new 
political praxis. Negativity, like all passions, is strong and binding. 
The binding power generated by the collective expression of negative 
emotions and violent passions such as hatred, intolerance, rage, 
cynicism, and opportunism contains, however, an affirmative nucleus. 
It shows our mutual interdependence and our ability to affect and 
be affected by one another. To acknowledge this deep interrelational 
affective bond of empathy, care, and compassion is the beginning 
of a new wisdom that sustains affirmative ethics. It is a form of 
ontological generosity. 

The rhetoric of lament results in a reactive composition of a com- 
munity — “we” — a people bonded, in this particular instance, by 
negative affects and relations. The political intervention consists in 
injecting different ethical flows into this equation, fighting the inad- 
equate rendition of the situation — the untruths, fake news, and 
injustices — by means of arguments and persuasion. Speaking truth 
to power, both in classrooms and in the public sphere, mobilizes 
knowledge-production practices for the sake of reaching a more 
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adequate understanding of the negative conditions that oppress us. 
It is even more important to foster affırmative and positive proposi- 
tions and relations. 

It is important, therefore, to advance a radical critique of this hasty 
recomposition of a “we” as the people bonded in fear. We need to 
move beyond dialectical oppositions between us and them, beyond 
the logic of violent antagonism, to develop an operational politics 
of affirmation. This is not a simple or pain-free process, of course, 
but anger alone is not a project, though it can result in populist 
mobilizations. Anger needs to be transformed into the power to act; 
it needs to become a constitutive force addressed not only “against” 
but also “in favour of” something. Negative passions like resentment 
are conducive to violence and paralysis, not to change. More than 
ever we need forms of political opposition that are rich in alterna- 
tives, concrete in propositions, and guided by an ethics of affirmation. 
This requires accurate political cartographies of the power relations 
that we inhabit and by which we are structured. Precisely because it 
feels at times as if we are living in the pit of negativity, surrounded 
by dishonesty and violence, we will have to cultivate the ethics 
of affirmation. 

Crucial to this process is the question: who and how many are 
“we”? “We” may well be a reactive formation, a resistance against 
the alliance of neoliberalism with multiple fundamentalisms. But in 
order to become transformative, it must act affirmatively. We need 
to compose together a plane of agreement about what our shared 
hopes and aspirations are; we need to compare notes on what 
kind of world we want to build together as an alternative. Critique 
and creation work hand in hand. Thus, while denouncing the exac- 
erbation of misogyny, racism, inequality, authoritarianism, and 
cynicism in the present political context, I want to repeat the question 
that guides my posthuman project: to what extent can “we” say that 
“we” are in this together? 

Mindful that “human” never was a unitary category to begin with, 
but rather a term that indexes access to rights and entitlements, I 
want to plead for materially embedded and embodied differential 
perspectives that honour the internal fractures and systemic contra- 
dictions of our respective locations as well as our common belonging 
to a shared planetary and social destiny. By multiplying the degrees 
and qualities of differently embedded and embodied subjects to 
include both organic and non-organic non-humans, this diversified 
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materialist approach will bring the basic concepts of feminism into 
a posthuman perspective. 

A posthuman ethics of affırmation supports the formation of a 
heterogeneous subject who argues forcefully that, yes, “we-are-in- 
this-together-but-we-are-not-one-and-the-same.” Accounting for the 
heterogeneity while being moved to act together is of the essence in 
a political context dominated by the rhetoric of lament that risks 
becoming the expression of white male Eurocentric angst. It is time 
to listen to the sexualized, racialized, and naturalized others. And to 
learn some humility. 

Posthuman feminism applies a practical mix of posthumanist and 
post-anthropocentric measures to construct solidarity, while avoiding 
hasty returns to pan-humanity. The alternative is an affırmative ethics 
of heterogeneous transversal assemblages. In the midst of our techno- 
logically mediated social relations, and in response to the paranoid 
rhetoric of our post-truth democratic leaders, how can we work 
together to construct critical posthuman subjects as an affirmative 
ethical and political practice? How can we work toward socially 
sustainable horizons of hope through resistance? The answer is in the 
doing, in the praxis of composing alliances and transversal connec- 
tions, and through engaging in difficult conversations on what troubles 
us. “We” need to create new social imaginaries and ignite affirmative 
political passions that relay the eternal battle cry of the margins: don’t 
agonize, organize, because there is just so much that needs to be done. 
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Anarchafeminist Manifesto 


Chiara Bottici 


If Black women were free, it would mean that everyone else would have 
to be free since our freedom would necessitate the destruction of all 
the systems of oppression. 
The Combahee River Collective 


We live under a global “menocracy.” Worldwide and individually, 
women are oppressed. At a time when information, capital, and 
viruses travel instantly around the world, when the fate of a few 
islands on one side of the globe depends on the carbon dioxide emis- 
sions on the other, we cannot pretend we did not know, and so we 
know. What do we know? We know that women are politically, 
economically, socially, and sexually oppressed. 

There are many tools by which men exercise their privilege, but 
a useful, although temporary list includes the following: i) death, 
ii) the state, iii) capital, iv) the imaginal. Death, because women are 
the object of a worldwide gendercide; the state, because the sovereign 
state is an instrument of the sovereign sex; capital, because acquiring 
it exploits women more than it exploits men; and the imaginal, 
because images that are detrimental to women populate and prolifer- 
ate in the global imaginary. 


WOMEN’S GENDERCIDE 
A global war is being waged against women. Why are there more men 


than women on the planet, despite the fact that women tend to live 
longer? Where have all the missing girls gone? The “missing girls” are 
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counted not in the hundreds, or thousands, but in the millions. It is 
currently estimated that at least 126 million girls are missing from the 
global population as a consequence of sex-selective abortion, infan- 
ticide, and inequalities of childcare." 

Although the administration of death via denial of birth is perhaps 
the most powerful biopolitical tool of the global menocracy, violence 
against women’s bodies does not stop after birth. Currently, at least 
35 per cent of women worldwide have experienced physical and/or 
sexual violence.* The war against women is also evident in statistics 
regarding forced displacements; women and girls account for 71 per 
cent of the global business. When it comes to kidnapping and forcing 
human beings from one geographical location to another with the 
purpose of either sexual exploitation, forced labour, or a combination 
of both, it is largely women who pay the highest price with their own 
bodies. One may think that by keeping women at home one would 
be able to protect them. But as the coronavirus pandemic clearly 
showed, homes are only safe for the first sex: as the lockdown went 
on, gender violence went up.3 

Where are men in all these numbers? Where are men in all these 
acts of sex-selective abortion, female infanticide, and female homi- 
cides? They are making sure the “first sex”4 will remain the first for 
quite some time to come. Even in contexts where the oppression of 
women is hidden over by an official recognition of equality between 
the sexes, women and LGTBQ + people are still the second sex — and 
not only because they are the object of a gendercide. 

Thus, together with trans- and queer theory’s groundbreaking 
work aimed at questioning gender binaries and identification prac- 
tices, it is important to vindicate once again the need for a form of 
feminism that opposes the oppression of people who are perceived 
as women and who are discriminated against precisely on that basis. 
Anarchafeminism and queer theory are also bedfellows insofar as they 
both question processes of normalization that lead to exclusion and 
hierarchy, including those rooted in gender and sex itself: for both of 
them, the old anarchist motto “the outcast is my enemy” holds true. 
True to the spirit, if not the letter of queer theory, anarchafeminism 
means feminism without an arche, that is feminism without hierar- 
chies — including sexual, economic, political, and racial hierarchies. 
We cannot fight one form of oppression without fighting all others at 
the same time, for all forms of oppression inhabit the same house - all 
forms of belief that some people are superior to others, and that this 
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superiority justifies their domination over others.5 We can thus say 
that to the extent that there are outcasts in our society, or bodies that 
are oppressed and discriminated against because of their sex or gender, 
there will be a need for an anarchafeminist cry. 

Against gendercide and all forms of violence against the second sex, 
we anarchafeminists call for the liberation of all women. Not one less! 
Either all, or none of us will be free. 


THE SOVEREIGN STATE AS AN INSTRUMENT 
OF THE SOVEREIGN SEX 


One of the main instruments through which men perpetrate their 
privilege and make sure they remain the sovereign sex is the state. 
Cisgendered men are the sovereign sex because, like sovereign 
states, they do not have to recognize any sex superior to theirs. The state 
has always been the tool whereby a minority ruled over the majority,° 
but few have noticed the intrinsically gendered dimension of that for- 
midable power. The world is currently divided into 195 sovereign states, 
and there is no habitable piece of land that is not covered by a state. 
This means that we are forced to live under state rule, which is tanta- 
mount to saying we are forced to live under men’s rule. The percentage 
of women occupying key state roles globally is indeed so insignificant 
that it cannot but appear as the exception confirming the rule — of men. 
Across 144 states assessed in 2018, for instance, women head of states 
were a meagre 11 per cent, while, on average, just 18 per cent of gov- 
ernment ministers and 24 per cent of parliamentarians were women.” 

This means it is not an exaggeration to say that it is largely men 
who decide the rules according to which we live: they decide what is 
legal and what is illegal; who/how and when to pay taxes; who/how 
and when one can be employed, inherit property, have marriages, 
have or not have healthcare, have or not have free kindergarten, have 
or not have an abortion, a sex change, and so forth. Given that we 
live under such a menocracy, are we surprised to learn that the gender 
pay gap is a worldwide phenomenon and that women are paid on 
average 63 per cent of what men get?’ 

No, we are not surprised. 

Does this mean that we should fight to have women presidents to 
fix things? 

No, it means we should fight to have no presidents at all. There can 
be no feminist state because feminism means fighting against the 
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oppression of all women,? and the state is, and has always been, the 
tool whereby a minority of people rule over the vast majority. But 
feminism cannot mean the liberation of just a few women. We have 
another name for that: elitism. As Chinese anarchafeminist He Zhen 
pointed out long ago, the majority of women are already oppressed 
both by the government and by men. The electoral system simply 
increases their oppression by introducing a third ruling group: 
elite women. ° Even if we added a woman president and a few more 
women ministers, the majority of women would still be taken advan- 
tage of by men with the help of a minority of women. When a few 
women in power dominate the majority of powerless women, unequal 
class differentiation is brought into existence. If the majority of 
women do not want to be controlled by men, why would they want 
to be controlled by a minority of women? Instead of competing with 
men for power, He Zhen concluded, women should strive to over- 
throw men’s rule. 

The relevance of He Zhen’s words, written in 1907, shows how 
prophetic anarchafeminism has been from its very inception. Why 
anarchafeminism? Because it is the best antidote against the possibility 
of feminism becoming simply class elitism or, even worse, white privi- 
lege. In an epoch when the election of a single woman as president is 
often presented as liberation for all women - when women such as 
Ivanka Trump can claim feminist battles by transforming the hashtag 
#womenwhowork into a fashion brand while forgetting that, for every 
elite #vomanwhoworks, some less fortunate women will have to 
replace them in house and childcare — the fundamental message of 
anarchafeminists of the past is more urgent than ever: “Feminism does 
not mean female corporate power or a woman president: it means no 
corporate power and no president.” =! 

Against the violence perpetrated by sovereign states in order to 
maintain the sovereign sex in its privilege, we anarchafeminists call 
for the liberation of all women. Not one less! Either all, or none of us 
will be free. 


IN THE BEGINNING WAS MOVEMENT: 
AGAINST BOUNDARIES AS A TOOL FOR DOMINATION 


Anarchism does not mean absence of order, but rather searching for 
a social order without an orderer.'” The main orderer of our estab- 
lished ways of thinking about politics is the state, and the main tool 
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whereby states control the population within their territories is the 
policing of boundaries. It is through the bureaucratic apparatus of 
the state that a gender identity becomes attached to us from the time 
we are assigned a sex at birth: from the moment birth attendants 
determine our “sex,” it gets inscribed in our state 1D, documents, and 
passports, and will remain with us for the rest of our lives (except for 
those who undergo a sex change). But why does the state need to know 
and monitor our sex and gender? 

Furthermore, it is because we are so accustomed to living in sovereign 
states under the aegis of passports that we tend to perceive the migra- 
tion of bodies around the globe as a problem.'3 On the contrary, we 
should remember that, whereas sovereign states are a relatively recent 
historical phenomenon (for most of humanity, people have lived under 
other types of political formations),‘4 human beings have been migrat- 
ing across Earth since the very appearance of so-called Homo sapiens."5 
Homo sapiens is thus also an esse migrans. Hence the need to visualize 
a form of feminism before and beyond boundaries. 

Adopting an anarchafeminist lens means indeed taking the entire 
globe as the framework for considering the liberation of women. 
Doing so implies a critique of the state apparatus, but it also going 
beyond any form of methodological nationalism, that is, any way of 
privileging certain women and LGBTQI+ bodies and thus certain 
national or regional contexts. If fighting the oppression of women 
means we have to fight all forms of oppression, then statism and 
nationalism cannot be an exception. If one begins by looking at the 
dynamics of exploitation by taking state boundaries as an unquestion- 
able fact, one will automatically end up reinforcing one of the very 
tools for gender oppression that was meant to be questioned in the 
first place. In the form of a slogan, we might say, “the globe first,” 
because the framework is the message, and adopting anything less 
than the entire globe as our framework today is at best naive provin- 
cialism, and at worst obnoxious ethnocentrism. Neither is beneficial 
for the cause of women and LGBTQI+ people.*® 

But looking at the globe without addressing the legacy of colonialism 
and the race system in the global production of knowledge is to risk 
reproducing the same patterns of oppression and silencing of margin- 
alized voices: “Globalization without deimperialization is simply a 
disguised reproduction of imperialist conquest.”!7 Whereas several 
feminist theories produced in the global North have failed to under- 
stand the extent to which the emancipation of white, middle-class 
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women took place at the expense of a renewed oppression of working- 
class racialized bodies, and have often ignored the contribution of 
their black and brown sisters," anarchafeminists are by definition 
called to adopt an inclusive perspective that recognizes the capacity 
for theory-making of all the voices fighting against oppression world- 
wide. For anarchafeminists, it is pivotal to bring to the centre of the 
discussion texts produced worldwide, thereby arguing for a form of 
feminism beyond racism, and beyond ethnocentrism. “For the master’s 
tools will never dismantle the master’s house.”'? And no white 
European master is ever going to dismantle his own house as a gesture 
of courtesy toward the second sex in the rest of the world. We have 
to bring it down ourselves. 

To do so, we must take the entire globe as our framework for think- 
ing about women’s liberation. By exploring the processes of production 
and reproduction of life independent of state boundaries and through 
a plurality of voices, not only will we be able to avoid the pitfalls of 
any form of methodological nationalism but we will also be able to 
perceive the global interconnectedness of different forms of domina- 
tion, beginning with the intertwining of capitalist exploitation, 
colonial domination, and gender discrimination. Boundaries are a tool 
of global menocracy because state boundaries constitute the primary 
administrators of space and thus the regulators of the flux of labour, 
capital, and the movement of bodies around the globe. 

Against the violence perpetrated in the name of state boundaries 
and the racism they support, against the historical amnesia that leads 
us to forget that at the beginning was movement, we anarchafeminists 
call for the liberation of all women. Not one less! Either all, or none 
of us will be free. 


CAPITAL SINS: GENDER, RACE, 
AND THE ENVIRONMENT 


If we take the globe as our framework, the first striking datum to 
emerge is that people around the globe have not always been “doing” 
gender, and, moreover, even if they had been, it would have been on 
very different terms. It is only with the emergence of European colo- 
nialism through a worldwide capitalist system that the rigid gender 
binarism we are now accustomed to became so dominant. This does 
not mean that sexual difference did not exist before capitalism; nor 
that global capitalism invented patriarchy from scratch. It simply 
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means that binary gender roles were not as universally accepted as the 
primary criteria by which to classify bodies as they are today. It was 
modern capitalism that made the mononuclear bourgeois family, with 
its binary gender roles, hegemonic, thereby giving a new and powerful 
driving force to premodern forms of patriarchy. 

Socialist feminists have long emphasized how capitalism needs a 
gendered division of labour because, being predicated on the endless 
expansion of profit, it needs both the extraction of surplus value from 
waged productive labour as well as unpaid reproductive labour, which 
is still performed largely by gendered bodies.*° Put bluntly, capitalism 
needs “women,” because it needs the assumption that women are not 
“working” when they wash their husband’s and children’s socks: it 
needs them to believe that they are just performing their natural tasks 
and thus being good wives and mothers. As Cinzia Arruzza, Tithi 
Bhattacharya, and Nancy Fraser recently put it: “capitalist society 
harbors a social-reproductive contradiction: a tendency to comman- 
deer for capital’s benefit as much ‘free’ reproductive labor as possible, 
without any concern for its replenishment. As a result, it periodically 
gives rise to ‘crises of care,’ which exhaust women, ravage families, 
and stretch social energies to the breaking point.”*! 

The perception that women’s labour is not proper work, but 
simply the obligation of their gender, is pivotal to keeping the divi- 
sion between productive and reproductive work, between “waged 
labour,” subject to exploitation, and “unwaged labour,” subject to 
“super-exploitation.”** This form of gendered exploitation is “super” 
because, whereas the exploitation of waged labour takes place through 
the extraction of surplus value, that of women’s domestic labour takes 
place via a denial of the very status of work. The exploitation of 
women’s work is therefore not only patent in phenomena such as the 
gender pay gap, the fact that women worldwide are generally paid 
less for the same job;73 it is most evident in the fact that a great part 
of their daily work is not paid at all. 

A lot of the reproductive work performed by women in the global 
South is excluded from the wage labour market, but is strictly depen- 
dent on the use of natural resources and the environment: what appear 
to multinational corporations as “weeds” to be eliminated are often 
gardens that women draw their subsistence from. Whereas the mono- 
cultures and industrial farmers produce capital for global markets, 
the cost of that production is often the destruction of the natural 
environment that provided Indigenous women with the means for 
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subsistence. As ecofeminists have pointed out for quite some time, 
what industrialism sees as “nature,” that is as something that is avail- 
able for free, is all too often the result of the labour of the second sex. ”* 

Along with the extraction of free labour from women, capitalism 
also needs to extract free natural resources from the environment 
and to create mechanisms for regulating the flux of labour. This is 
the reason that capitalism has from the very beginning gone hand in 
hand with colonialism, that is with the forced extraction of natural 
resources from occupied lands and the establishment of relationships 
of domination whereby Indigenous majorities are ruled by minorities of 
foreign invaders. The occupation of foreign lands by force has been 
the enabler for the extraction of natural resources that have never 
been repaid, either to nature itself or to the native inhabitants of 
those lands. The invention of the modern race system made it pos- 
sible to regulate the world labour market by guaranteeing that slaves 
could be dispossessed of their lives and labour, whereas mestizos and 
Indigenous people could also be either completely disposed of or 
only minimally recompensed.*5 

By building on these insights, Maria Lugones has recently revised 
the thesis of a “coloniality of modern power” and put forward the 
very useful concept of “coloniality of gender.”?° With this term, she 
emphasizes how the binary division “men/women” and the classifica- 
tion of bodies according to their racial belonging went together, being 
exported by Europeans through the very process of colonial expansion 
that accompanied the worldwide spread of capitalism. Within the 
American context, she pointed out how gender roles were much more 
flexible and variegated before the advent of European settlement. 
Different Indigenous nations had, for instance, a third gender category 
to positively recognize intersex and queer subjectivities, whereas oth- 
ers, such as the Yuma, “had a tradition of gender designation based 
on dreams; a female [that is, one assigned female at birth] who 
dreamed of weapons became a male for all practical purposes.” ?7 

Furthermore, it is manifest, and yet all too often forgotten, that to 
classify people on the basis of their genitalia is not an a priori of 
human mind, either. Classifying bodies on the basis of their sex, as 
well as classifying them on the basis of their race, implies, among other 
things, a primacy of the visual register. Such a primacy, according to 
Oyerönke Oyěwùmí, is typical of the West, particularly when looked 
at from the perspective of some African pre-colonial cultures such as 
the Yoruba. As she points out in her seminal text The Invention of 
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Women, the Yoruba cultures, for instance, relied much more on the 
oral transmission of information than on its visualization, and they 
valued age over all other criteria for social hegemony.** Before colo- 
nialism they did not even have a name to contrast men and women. 
And yet, we live now in a world where gender binarism has become 
ubiquitous, and where men, and in particular white men, are con- 
stantly propped up as the sovereign sex. 

Against this systematic intertwining of capitalist economy, racial 
classification of bodies, and gender oppression — against this bound- 
ary-drawing that separates women from each other in order to make 
them more exploitable, we anarchafeminists call for the liberation of 
all women. Not one less! (Ni una menos!) Either all, or none of us will 
be free. 


ANOTHER WOMAN IS POSSIBLE 


Why feminism and why women? At this point one may object: why 
insist on the concept of feminism and not just call this anarchism? 
Why focus only on women? If the purpose is to dismantle all types of 
oppressive hierarchies, should we not also get rid of this very gender 
binary which opposes “women” to “men,” and thus also imprisons 
us in a binary heteronormative and cisnormative matrix? 

We respond by pointing out that when we say “women” we are not 
speaking about an eternal essence, or even about a predetermined 
object. Indeed, to articulate a specifically feminist position while 
maintaining a multifaceted understanding of domination, we call for 
a more nuanced understanding of “womanhood.” Women are not 
objects, but processes of becoming; they are not things, but relations. 
By drawing insights from an ontology of the transindividual, we argue 
that bodies in general, and women’s bodies in particular, must not be 
considered as individuals, as objects given once and for all, but rather 
as never complete processes.*? 

Women’s bodies, like all bodies, are bodies in plural because they 
are processes, processes constituted by mechanisms of affects and 
associations that occur at the inter-, intra- and supra-individual level. 
While bodies come into being through an inter-individual encounter, 
such as that of a sperm and an ovum, they are shaped by supra- 
individual forces such as their geographical locations, and are made 
up by intra-individual bodies, such as the air we breathe or the hor- 
mones we absorb. Every molecule that we inhale and every atom that 
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we eat, not to mention the millions of bacteria and other individuals 
inhabiting our bodies, is part of our transindividual being. 

Notice here the benefits of using such an ontological shift toward 
transindividuality as the prism through which women’s individuality 
must be understood. First, instead of elaborating a form of feminism 
and then having to add ecology as something different from feminism 
itself, here the two positions are unified from the start because, in an 
ontology of the transindividual, the environment is not something 
separate from us, but rather, the environment is us - literally something 
constitutive of our individuality. A form of anarchafeminism rooted 
in an ontology of the transindividual is therefore also by definition a 
form of eco-feminism in which all animate and inanimate bodies, not 
simply human forms of life, are potentially involved. Second, imaginal 
collective formations such as sex, race, and class are from the outset 
conceptualized as constitutive of our individuality, and thus as inti- 
mately intertwined. Third, when women’s bodies are theorized as 
transindividual processes, we can speak about “women” without 
incurring the charge of essentialism or culturalism. There is no place 
here for the opposition between sex (nature) and gender (culture) 
because there is no place for body-mind dualism, since every body, 
animate or inanimate, is constitutive of our being. 

To sum up on this point, by adopting a transindividual ontology, 
we can also use the concept of woman beyond a cis-normative or 
hetero-normative framework, and thus include all types of women: 
feminine women, masculine women, women assigned female or male 
at birth, bisexual women, trans women, cis women, asexual women, 
queer women, and so forth. Only if women’s bodies are theorized as 
processes, as sites of a process of becoming that takes place at different 
levels, only then will we be able to speak about “women” without 
falling into hetero- or cis-normativity. If we adopt this transindividual 
ontology, we can also use the concept of woman in such a way that 
it comes to include all those bodies that identify themselves and are 
identified through the always changing narrative of “womanhood.” 

In other words, a transindividual understanding such as this allows 
us to articulate the question, “What does it mean to be a woman?” 
in pluralistic terms, while also defending a specifically feminist form 
of anarchism. Although the concept of transindividuality does not 
mean transgender, we believe that by understanding bodies as the 
results of transindividual processes of becoming also helps to invert 
the overall general perspective and fight transphobia at its very source: 
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within this ontological framework, far from being a deviation from 
the norm, the process of transforming and transgendering immediately 
appears as one of the possible expressions of our transindividual 
nature, and not as an exception from it. To put it bluntly, we could 
say that such a transindividual ontology points to the fact that another 
woman is not just possible: it has also, and always, already begun. 

Against the violence perpetrated in the name of gender binarism, 
homophobia, and transphobia, we anarchafeminists call for the 
liberation of all women. Not one less! Either all, or none of us will 
be free. 
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Rebellious Mothering: 


Gendered Labour of Revolutionary Acts 
in the Time of COVID 


Jennifer D. Grubbs 


In March of 2020 I received a text message that a good friend of mine 
had been admitted to the Intensive Care Unit (1cu). She had been 
having trouble breathing and thought she might have contracted the 
novel coronavirus. While she awaited her COVID-19 test results, 
she went into cardiac arrest. In a video she later shared with family 
and friends, she explained the gasping, the sense of drowning, and the 
vulnerability she felt while she was alone, dying in the rcu. Overcome 
with fear, she stressed that one specific question frightened her the 
most: would her youngest child remember her if she died? 

The global health pandemic has placed great emphasis on breath: 
masking our droplets, measuring the distance between ourselves and 
the breath of others, and monitoring our pulse oxygen level. The virus 
wreaks havoc on the human body, and in particular, on the respiratory 
system. We, the global “we,” are given the immense and insurmount- 
able task of containing the air which we exhale. Nearly two months 
after my friend was brought back to life with medically assisted breath- 
ing devices, another Black man was murdered by the deprivation 
of oxygen. 

A store clerk had called the police to report that a customer (allegedly 
George Floyd) had used a counterfeit $20. Shortly thereafter, police 
officers approached Floyd in his vehicle. The very first words from 
Floyd that appear in the police transcripts of their exchange are, “Hey, 
man. I’m sorry!” quickly followed by, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” * As the 
officers yell for him to put his “fucking” hands where they can be seen, 
Floyd pleads for confirmation that they will not shoot him. He directly 
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asks officer Thomas Lane: “Mr Officer, please don’t shoot me. Please, 
man ... Pll look at you eye-to-eye, man. Please don’t shoot me, man ... 
Please don’t shoot me, Mr Officer. Please, don’t shoot me, man. Please. 
Can you not shoot me, man?”* Throughout the exchange, Floyd begs 
not to be shot and reasserts that he will cooperate. 

The officers note that Floyd’s body language is “squirrely,” and they 
invoke the racist assumption that he is intoxicated and aggressive. At 
one point, Floyd clarifies directly why he is acting erratic: “I’m scared, 
man.” Not only is Floyd fearful of being shot, but he vocalizes a fear 
of being left alone in small spaces. He continues to ask the officers for 
compassion and begs them to let him sit outside for questioning. After 
a series of pleas, and a blatant disregard from officers Lane and 
J. Alexander Kueng, Floyd begins to experience trouble breathing. 

He screams, “I can’t breathe,” while officer Derek Chauvin places 
his knee firmly on Floyd’s neck. He asserts over and over, at least 
twenty times during the nearly nine-minute video, “I can’t breathe,” 
and begs for just an ounce of the humanity awarded to those with 
white-skin privilege in the United States. As Floyd struggles to breathe, 
he continues to cry out in desperation. With Chauvin’s knee slowly 
suffocating him, Floyd cries, “Mom, I love you. Tell my kids I love 
them. I’m dead.” The last words we hear on the audio, and which 
appear in the police transcript, are, “Ah! Ah! Please. Please. Please.” 3 
As Floyd gasps for air, he shouts for his “mama” nearly a dozen times. 
While he struggles to catch his breath, he bellows out, “They going 
to kill me. They’re going to kill me, man.” As officer Chauvin presses 
his knee even more firmly into Floyd’s neck, he callously replies, 
“Takes a heck of a lot of oxygen to say that.”4 

The death of Floyd, particularly the method of police brutality (suf- 
focation), tapped into the collective trauma of the 2014 murder of 
Eric Garner. The repeated onslaught of state-sanctioned violence 
against Black men in the United States demands a public reckoning. 
While covip surged across the country and economic instability was 
exacerbated by shelter-in-place mandates, people were summoned to 
the streets to protest Floyd’s murder. Mothers already overburdened 
with work (both paid and unpaid) found themselves outraged by the 
unanswered cries of George Floyd. The spatialization of white suprem- 
acy in America is codified in these cries. 


But its powerful call out to humanity was the accumulation of 
the cries of hundreds of years of violation and suffering, and 
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resisting and surviving. In so doing, it snagged the veil that cov- 
ers the U.S. claim of a just and fair modern democratic order. It 
re-surfaced and re-exposed America’s long fractured society that 
dwells within its nationalistic perimeters. Hence, today, Floyd’s 
last words “I can’t breathe” serve as a reminder of the hypocrisy 
that shrouds the long-standing aura around Washington, D.C., 
which has always stolen its way toward an “ideal democratic 
landscape” and, also paradoxically, never ceases to be the signa- 
ture and epitome of colonial power. D.C.’s beautiful landscape 
was a design tool that has long served to bury and obscure the 
nation’s Black history. It has existed as a glittering codification 
of White supremacy and fragile hegemony.’ 


The compounding occurrence of police murders and COVID-19 pro- 
vided fertile ground to take on these deeply rooted social structures. 

The week that Floyd died, there were 209 identified deaths in 
Minnesota from CoVID-19.° In the state, over 850,000 public school 
children remained at home instead of going to school, because of 
state-mandated closures.” Businesses across the state closed their 
doors, many never to open them again. Despite the public health risks, 
people gathered en masse to demand some semblance of justice. 
Countrywide, existing campaigns that focused on defunding, examin- 
ing, and holding the police accountable gained traction. In hundreds 
of cities across the country, with global solidarity actions around the 
world, people took to the streets in protest. They demanded justice 
for Trayvon Martin, Tanisha Anderson, Michael Brown, Tamir Rice, 
Gabriella Nevarez, Akai Gurley, Eric Garner, Samuel DuBose, Janisha 
Fonville, Walter Scott, Freddie Gray, Michelle Cusseaux, Alton 
Sterling, Philando Castile, Elijah McClain, Botham Jean, Stephen 
Clark, Aura Rosser, Atatiana Jefferson, Breonna Taylor, George Floyd, 
Daniel Prude, Rayshard Brooks, Justine Diamond, Tony Timpa, and 
so many more.® 

These culminating moments after Floyd’s death, referred to as the 
George Floyd uprisings, invoked the memory and pain of each Black 
person brutalized and murdered by law enforcement. In some ways, 
this period was stabilized by the destabilization of the global health 
pandemic. Government ineptitude in the United States left millions of 
people without adequate personal protective equipment, shuttered 
businesses and academic institutions, and overburdened the under- 
prepared healthcare systems. Public discourse focused on the structural 


Rebellious Mothering 163 


failings of the Trump administration, and it amplified the overarching 
structural failings of the United States as a whole. 
The country reached a state of rupture: 


With millions of American families facing an uncertain start to 
the school year, the struggle for child care, education and eco- 
nomic stability is fueling a political uprising, built on the anger 
of women who find themselves constantly — and indefinitely — 
expected to be teacher, caregiver, employee and parent ... 
Women were more likely than men to report having participated 
in protests over the past two years, and mothers with children 
in the home were twice as likely as fathers to report participat- 
ing in a protest, according to a Kaiser Family Foundation poll 
from June.? 


The George Floyd protests were indicative of much larger structural 
critiques that had been buried under generations of white supremacy 
and rugged individualism. With everything around them closed, white 
mothers were brought to a halt and bombarded with the overwhelm- 
ing reality of racialized police violence. And as they watched and 
listened to the audio, Floyd summoned not just his own mother, but 
all mothers. 

In a global context, mothers have held prominent spaces within 
political organizing. From Cuba to Mexico to Iran, mothers have 
successfully challenged oppressive regimes. Through strategic essen- 
tialism, boycotts, and nonviolent resistance, mothers have taken on 
a multitude of issues. But this engagement has not been without its 
challenges. Within the United States, feminist movements are steeped 
in, informed by, and entangled with systemic racism. White mothers 
have consistently situated themselves in positions of authority in rela- 
tion to Black mothers and prioritized their own demands for humanity. 
Mikki Kendall explains: 


Too often white women decide that when they feel uncomfort- 
able, upset, or threatened, they can turn to the patriarchy for pro- 
tection. Because they don’t want to lose that protection (dubious 
as it is), they stand by when it’s convenient, and challenge it only 
when it directly threatens them. Yet, they know they benefit from 
it being challenged, and thus rely on others to do the heaviest lift- 
ing. They fail to recognize the conflicted relationship they have 
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with the patriarchy includes a certain cowardice around challeng- 
ing not only it, but other women who have embraced it.'° 


The women’s suffrage movement, for example, relied on the racist 
politics of respectability even if it meant leaving Black women 
behind.™ Issues of equity are constantly stratified along racial lines, 
allowing white mothers to define themselves by what they are not: 
Black mothers. 

In Portland, under the fascistic rhetoric of Trump, federal agents 
were deployed to suppress and intimidate protestors. A group of 
people who identified as mothers, organized by Beverly Barnum, 
decided to leverage their privilege as white and form human walls 
that would protect and shield protestors.‘ The groups became 
known as the Wall of Moms across the country. Barnum had posted 
a call in a local Working Moms Facebook group, asking mothers 
to show up at the vigil for Shai’India Harris (an eighteen-year-old 
woman who had been murdered that summer). Pockets of white 
mothers, particularly those residing in the suburbs, came to the vigil 
to serve as a human barricade between the federal agents and dem- 
onstrators. Across the country, mothers began organizing their own 
“walls” at local demonstrations. As the tactic rose to prominence, 
so too did the critiques. 

The revolutionary act of showing up, using their bodies as strategic 
capital to protect demonstrators, became intertwined with hegemonic 
privilege. The white-saviourism that the Wall of Moms invoked, 
coupled with the centring of white women’s bodies within a movement 
focused on the brutalized Black body, was inescapably problematic. 
The protests and vigils were overtaken by a sea of white women in 
yellow clothing singing “Hands up, don’t shoot!” lullabies. Black 
mothers, the mothers actually summoned by their babies being brutal- 
ized by the carceral system, were decentred. 

I watched much of this unfold while sheltering in place, juggling 
professional commitments and insurmountable domestic tasks as a 
mother of four young children. I felt summoned, but I was not sure 
by whom or to what I felt summoned. Public protest has always felt 
like an appropriate mechanism for me to externalize my rage against 
the systems. I have chanted, “Whose Streets?” “Our Streets,” hun- 
dreds of times at countless demonstrations. And although the 
performative power of reclaiming the streets has served as a vital 
coping mechanism, the spatialization of public spaces can be 
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hijacked.'3 This moment felt fundamentally different. These streets 
were not mine; these streets should not be mine at this particular 
moment. The streets had been paved by white supremacy, and if they 
are to be reclaimed, it should not be by more white bodies. 

After my children’s school closed in mid-March 2020, I became their 
one-stop shop for companionship, entertainment, education, mental 
health support, food inventory management, meal planning and prep- 
ping, public health data interpretation, masking information ... the list 
goes on. Without external childcare, my partner and Itook turns serv- 
ing in these various roles. Despite our best efforts, I inevitably assumed 
a disproportionate number of roles and responsibilities. I took on these 
roles, referred to as gendered labour, in addition to the increased pro- 
fessional demands I assumed when the college I teach at pivoted to 
remote learning. While our home became a dumpster fire of multi- 
tasking, the George Floyd uprisings continued to grow. I reflected on 
how my Jewish ancestors, my own rebellious mothers, had resisted 
oppressive regimes in Nazi-occupied Poland. I wondered what modes 
of everyday resistance I could incorporate that named, challenged, and 
undermined white supremacy. 

As a mother raising four white children, two of whom are gendered 
male, I am tasked with the privileged burden of undoing the founda- 
tion of the house that, although I did not build it, I inhabit. How, then, 
can we begin to rearticulate our gendered labour as revolutionary 
acts? During this lengthy time of dormancy, I have carved out inten- 
tional space to discuss with my children how whiteness functions. We 
said their names and told their stories. We attended outdoor, socially 
distanced listening sessions and smaller protests that connected local 
racial injustices. On one sunny afternoon, we decided to let the kids 
play on the playground after a demonstration. The humidity had 
finally broken, and it was one of the first days in weeks that you could 
stand outside without immediately perspiring. 

The kids, with their masks tightly hugging the bridge of their nose 
and curving all the way underneath their chin, had gravitated toward 
the playground nearby. I walked toward the fenced-in area with one 
of the organizers, a Black woman. Her son was roughly the same age 
as our child, and they appeared to get along. After ten minutes or so, 
the boys started arguing over a stick they had found. This was not just 
any stick; it had branches jutting out each side and infinite imaginary 
potential. My four-year-old began teasing the other child and reciting 
the colonial adage, “Finders keepers.” I explained that the stick doesn’t 
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belong to anyone and encouraged him to play with something else. 
He refused and continued to argue over the stick. Following a stub- 
born exchange, my son agreed to let the other boy have it. 

After the boys had run off and resumed their game, I stood next to 
the mother and began apologizing for my son. She said she felt bad 
that my child had to give up the stick and insisted that her son needed 
to work on sharing. I reasserted that my child also needed to work on 
sharing, and that he had been wrong to taunt her child when he was 
down. We laughed it off as children being children and began talking 
about something else. Later that night, I reflected on the encounter. 
I pictured my son and the boy on the playground redistributing a 
material resource (the stick) after a brief conflict. I remembered how 
they played that afternoon, gasping for air from laughter and running. 
What would this exchange look like between our children in a differ- 
ent context? In ten years? The stick on the playground started to feel 
like a metaphor for the present-day reckoning with white supremacy. 
I wondered what made it possible for our children to transform their 
anger and vulnerability into humility and joy. My white son was told 
that his turn with the stick was over, and that it was time to pass it on 
to the other child who happened to be Black. And, despite his initial 
resistance, he did. 

I was brought back to the video of Floyd’s murder, and the exchange 
between the officers while he lay unconscious. One of the officers asked 
Lane if he was all right, and he replied, “My knee might be a little 
scratched, but Pll survive.” The officers shrugged at the inconvenience 
and disregarded the precious human life being crushed under their 
knee. The man who had begged for compassion minutes earlier, on 
the other hand, would not survive. If we are to believe that there is a 
sort of banality to the evil that surrounds us, then how can we engage 
in revolutionary acts of care that will counter it? 

As we wrap our faces in masks, measure the distance between our 
bodies and those we encounter, and quantify the number of minutes 
we spend in closed spaces with others, how do we create intimate, 
vulnerable space together? I was not summoned by Floyd that May 
afternoon. I was summoned by Chauvin and Lane, and the white 
bystanders who refuse to see value in the life of Black men. At a mini- 
mum, Iam summoned by my own children, summoned to do the work 
that is necessary to unravel white supremacy from the geopolitical 
DNA of this country. At best, my feminist politics will continue to 
inform my rebellious mothering while I attempt to survive a global 
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health pandemic. Despite the suffocating nature of the gendered labour 
and uncertainty, I cannot take for granted the privilege it is to breathe. 
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The “Great Reset”? Yes, Please — 
But a Real One! 


Slavoj Zizek 


Back in April 2020, reacting to the COVID-19 outbreak, Jürgen 
Habermas pointed out that “Existential uncertainty is now spreading 
globally and simultaneously, in the heads of medially-wired individu- 
als themselves.” Furthermore, he added, “there never was so much 
knowing about our not-knowing and about the constraint to act and 
live in uncertainty.” 1 

He was right to claim that this not-knowing concerns not only the 
pandemic itself — we at least have experts there — but even more so 
its economic, social, and psychic consequences. Note his precise 
formulation: it is not simply that we don’t know what goes on, we 
know that we don’t know, and this not-knowing is itself a social fact, 
inscribed into the way our institutions act. We now know that in, 
say, medieval times or early modernity they knew much less — but 
they didn’t know this because they relied on some stable ideological 
foundation that guaranteed that our universe was a meaningful total- 
ity. The same holds true for some visions of communism, even for 
Fukuyama’s idea of the end of history — they all assumed to know 
where history was moving. 

Habermas was also right to locate the uncertainty in “the heads 
of medially-wired individuals”: our link to the wired universe 
expands our knowledge tremendously, but at the same time it throws 
us into radical uncertainty (Are we hacked? Who controls our access? 
Is what we read fake news?). Ongoing discoveries about a foreign 
(Russian?) hacking of US government institutions and big companies 
exemplify this uncertainty: Americans are now discovering that they 
cannot even determine the methods or scope of the ongoing hacking. 
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The irony is that the “virus” now strikes in both meanings of the 
term, biological and digital. 

When we try to guess what our societies will look like after the 
pandemic is over, the trap to avoid is futurology — futurology by defi- 
nition ignores our not-knowing. Futurology can be defined as a 
systematic forecasting of the future on the basis of present trends in 
society — and therein lies the problem: futurology mostly extrapolates 
what will come from the present tendencies. However, what futurol- 
ogy doesn’t take into account are historical “miracles,” radical breaks 
that can only be explained retroactively, once they have happened. 
Here we should perhaps mobilize the distinction in French between 
futur and avenir: “le futur” is whatever will come after the present 
while “lavenir” points toward a radical change. When a president 
wins re-election, he is “the present and future president,” but he is 
not the president “to come” - the president to come is a different 
president. So, will the post-corona universe be just another future or 
something new “to come”? 

It depends not only on science but on our political decisions. Now 
the time has come to say that we should have no illusions about the 
“happy” outcome of the US elections which brought such a relief 
among liberals all around the world. John Carpenter’s They Live 
(1988), one of the neglected masterpieces of the Hollywood Left, tells 
the story of John Nada (Spanish for “nothing”), a homeless labourer 
who accidentally stumbles upon a pile of boxes full of sunglasses in 
an abandoned church. When he puts on a pair of these glasses while 
walking on a street, he notices that a colourful publicity billboard 
soliciting us to enjoy chocolate bars now simply displays the word 
“OBEY,” while another billboard with a glamorous couple in a tight 
embrace, seen through the glasses, orders the viewer to “MARRY AND 
REPRODUCE.” He also sees that paper money bears the words “THIS 
IS YOUR GOD.” What’s more, he soon discovers that many people 
who look charming are actually monstrous aliens with metal heads. 
What circulates now on the web is an image that restages a scene from 
They Live in relation to President Biden and Vice-President Harris: 
seen directly, the image shows the two of them smiling with the mes- 
sage “TIME TO HEAL”; seen through the glasses, they are two alien 
monsters and the message is “TIME TO HEEL.” 

This is, of course, part of the Trump propaganda to discredit Biden 
and Harris as masks of anonymous corporate machines that control 
our lives — but there is (more than) a grain of truth in it. Biden’s victory 
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means “future” as the continuation of the pre-Trump “normality” - 
that’s why there was such a sigh of relief after his victory. But this 
“normality” means the rule of anonymous global capital, which is the 
true alien in our midst. I remember from my youth the desire for 
“Socialism with a human face” against “bureaucratic” socialism of 
the USSR type — Biden now promises global capitalism with a human 
face, but behind the face the same reality will remain. In education, 
this “human face” assumed the form of our obsession with “well- 
being”: pupils and students should live in bubbles that will save them 
from the horrors of external reality, protected by rules of political 
correctness. Education is no longer intended to have a sobering effect 
of allowing us to confront social reality - and when we are told that 
this safety will prevent mental breakdowns, we should counter it with 
exactly the opposite claim: such false safety opens us up to mental 
crises when we have to confront our social reality. What “well-being 
activity” does is that it merely provides a false “human face” to our 
reality instead of enabling us to change this reality itself. Biden is the 
ultimate well-being president. 

So why is Biden still preferable to Trump? Critics point out that 
Biden also lies and represents big capital, only in a more polite form; 
but, unfortunately, this form matters. Trump, with his vulgarization 
of public speech, was corroding the ethical substance of our lives (what 
Hegel called Sitten, as opposed to individual morality). This vulgariza- 
tion is a worldwide process: here is a European example. Szilard 
Demeter, a ministerial commissioner and head of the Petofi Literary 
Museum in Budapest, wrote in an op-ed in November 2020: “Europe 
is George Soros’ gas chamber. Poison gas flows from the capsule of a 
multicultural open society, which is deadly to the European way of 
life.”* Demeter went on to characterize Soros as “the liberal Fuhrer,” 
insisting that his “liber-aryan army deifies him more than did Hitler’s 
own.” If asked, Demeter would probably dismiss these statements as 
rhetorical exaggeration; this, however, would in no way dismiss their 
terrifying implications. The comparison between Soros and Hitler is 
deeply anti-Semitic: it puts Soros on a level with Hitler, claiming 
that the multicultural open society promoted by Soros is not only 
as perilous as the Holocaust and the Aryan racism that sustained 
it (“liber-aryan”) but even worse, more perilous to the “European 
way of life.” 

So is there an alternative to this terrifying vision, other than Biden’s 
“human face”? Greta Thunberg recently put forward three positive 
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lessons of the pandemic: “It is possible to treat a crisis like a crisis, 
it is possible to put people’s health above economic interests, and it is 
possible to listen to the science.”? Yes, but these are possibilities. It 
is also possible to treat a crisis in such a way that one uses it to obfus- 
cate other crises (like: because of the pandemic we should forget about 
global warming); it is also possible to use the crisis to make the rich 
richer and the poor poorer (which effectively happened in 2020 with 
unprecedented speed); and it is also possible to ignore or compart- 
mentalize science (just recall those who refuse to take vaccines, the 
explosive rise of conspiracy theories, and so on). Scott Galloway gives 
a more or less accurate image of things in our corona time: 


We are barrelling towards a nation with three million lords being 
served by 350 million serfs. We don’t like to say this out loud, 
but I feel as if this pandemic has largely been invented for taking 
the top 10% into the top 1%, and taking the rest of the 90% 
downward. We’ve decided to protect corporations, not people. 
Capitalism is literally collapsing on itself unless it rebuilds that 
pillar of empathy. We’ve decided that capitalism means being 
loving and empathetic to corporations, and Darwinist and harsh 
towards individuals. 


So, which is Galloway’s way out? How should we prevent social col- 
lapse? His answer is that “capitalism will collapse on itself without 
more empathy and love”: 


We’re entering the Great Reset, and it’s happening quickly. 
Many companies will tragically be lost to the economic fallout 
of the pandemic, and those that do survive will exist in a 
different form. Organizations will be far more adaptable and 
resilient. Distributed teams currently thriving with less oversight 
will crave that same autonomy going forward. Employees will 
expect executives to continue leading with transparency, 
authenticity, and humanity. 


But, again, how will this be done? Galloway proposes creative destruc- 
tion that lets failing business fail while protecting people who lose 
jobs: “We let people get fired so that Apple can emerge and put Sun 
Microsystems out of business, and then we take that incredible pros- 
perity and we’re more empathetic with people.” 5 
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The real question is, of course, who are the mysterious “we” in the 
last quoted sentence? How, exactly, is the redistribution to be done? 
Do we just tax the winners (Apple, in this case) more while allowing 
them to maintain their monopolist position? Galloway’s idea has a 
certain dialectical flair: the only way to reduce inequality and poverty 
is to allow the market competition to do its cruel job (we let people 
get fired), and then ... what? Do we expect market mechanisms 
themselves to create new jobs? Or the state? How are “love” and 
“empathy” operationalized? Or do we count on the winners’ empathy 
and expect they will all behave like Bill Gates and Warren Buffett? I 
find this proposed supplementation of market mechanisms by moral- 
ity, love, and empathy utterly problematic: instead of enabling us to 
get the best of both worlds (market egotism and moral empathy), it 
is much more probable that we’ll get the worst of both worlds. 

The human face of this “leading with transparency, authenticity, 
and humanity” consists of Gates, Jeff Bezos, and Mark Zuckerberg, 
the faces of authoritarian corporate capitalism, all of whom pose as 
humanitarian heroes, as our new aristocracy celebrated in our media 
and quoted as wise humanitarians. Gates gives billions to charities, 
but we should remember how he opposed Elisabeth Warren’s plan for 
a small rise in taxes. He praised Thomas Piketty and once almost 
proclaimed himself a socialist — true, but in a very specific twisted 
sense: his wealth comes from privatizing what Marx called our “com- 
mons,” our shared social space in which we move and communicate. 
Gates’s wealth has nothing to do with the production costs of the 
products Microsoft is selling (one can even argue that Microsoft is 
paying its intellectual workers a relatively high salary); that is, Gates’s 
wealth is not the result of his success in producing good software for 
lower prices than his competitors, or in greater “exploitation” of his 
hired intellectual workers. Gates became one of the richest men in the 
world by appropriating the rent for allowing millions of us to com- 
municate through the medium that he privatized and controls. And 
in the same way that Microsoft privatized the software most of us use, 
personal contacts are privatized by Facebook, book purchases by 
Amazon, research by Google, and so forth. 

There is thus a grain of truth in Trump’s “rebellion” against digital 
corporate powers. It is worth watching the War Room podcasts of 
Steve Bannon, the greatest ideologist of Trump’s populism: one cannot 
but be fascinated by how many partial truths he combines into an 
overall lie. Yes, under Obama the gap that separates wealthy from 
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poor grew immensely, and big corporations grew stronger. But under 
Trump this process just carried on, continued by Trump lowering taxes 
and printing money mostly to save big companies, among other 
manoeuvres. We are thus facing a horrible false alternative: a big 
corporate reset or nationalist populism that turns out to make no real 
change. “The great reset” is the formula of how to change some things 
(even many things) so that things will basically remain the same. 

So is there a third way, outside the space of the two extremes of 
restoring the old normality and a Great Reset? Yes — a true great reset. 
It is no secret what needs to be done — Thunberg made it clear. First, 
we must finally recognize the pandemic crisis for what it is, part of a 
global crisis of our entire way of life, from ecology to new social ten- 
sions. Second, we should establish social control and regulation over 
the economy. Third, we should rely on science - rely on but not simply 
accept it as the agency that makes decisions. Why not? Let’s return to 
Habermas, with whom we began: our predicament is that we are 
compelled to act while we know we don’t know the full coordinates 
of the situation we are in, and non-acting would itself function as 
an act. 

But is this not the basic situation of every acting? Our great advan- 
tage is that we know how much we don’t know, and this knowing 
about our not-knowing opens up the space of freedom. We act when 
we don’t know the whole situation, but this is not simply our limita- 
tion: what gives us freedom is that the situation - in our social sphere, 
at least — is in itself open, not fully (pre)determined. And our situation 
in the pandemic is certainly open. We’ve learned the first lesson now: 
“shutdown light” is not enough. They tell us “we” (our economy) 
cannot afford another hard lockdown - so let’s change the economy. 
Lockdown is the most radical negative gesture within the existing 
order. The way beyond, to a new positive order, leads through poli- 
tics, not science. What we need to do is to change our economic life 
so that it can survive the lockdowns and emergencies that are for 
sure awaiting us, in the same way that a war compels us to ignore 
market limitations and find a way to do what is “impossible” in a 
free-market economy. 

Back in March 2003, Donald Rumsfeld, then the US secretary 
of defence, engaged in a little bit of amateur philosophizing about 
the relationship between the known and the unknown: “There are 
known knowns. These are things we know that we know. There 
are known unknowns. That is to say, there are things that we know 
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we don’t know. But there are also unknown unknowns. There are 
things we don’t know we don’t know.”° What he forgot to add was 
the crucial fourth term: the “unknown knowns” - things we don’t 
know that we know - which is precisely the Freudian unconscious, 
the “knowledge which doesn’t know itself,” as Jacques Lacan used 
to say. If Rumsfeld thought that the main dangers in the confronta- 
tion with Iraq were the “unknown unknowns” - the threats from 
Saddam Hussein which we did not even suspect — what we should 
reply is that the main dangers are, on the contrary, the “unknown 
knowns,” the disavowed beliefs and suppositions that we are not 
even aware that we ourselves hold. We could read Habermas’s claim 
that we never knew so much about what we don’t know through 
these four categories: the pandemic shook what we (thought we) 
knew that we knew; it made us aware of what we didn’t know 
that we didn’t know and; in the way we confronted it, we relied on 
what we didn’t know that we knew (all our presumptions and preju- 
dices which determine our acting, although we are not even aware 
of them). We are not dealing here with the simple transition from 
not-knowing to knowing but with the much more subtle transition 
from not-knowing to knowing what we don’t know - in this tran- 
sition our positive knowing remains the same, but we gain a free 
space for action. 

It was with regard to the fourth category — what we didn’t know 
that we knew - our presumptions and prejudices, that China (and 
Taiwan and Vietnam) did so much better than Europe and the United 
States in regard to the pandemic. I am getting tired of the oft-repeated 
objection: “Yes, the Chinese contained the virus, but at what price?” 
I agree that we need a Chinese Julian Assange to let us know what 
really went on there - the whole story - but the fact is that, when the 
epidemic exploded in Wuhan, they immediately imposed lockdown 
and brought the majority of production in the entire country to a 
standstill, clearly prioritizing human lives over the economy — with 
some delay, true, they took the crisis extremely seriously. Now they 
are reaping the reward, even in the economy. And - let’s be clear — this 
was only possible because the Communist Party is still able to exert 
economic control and regulation: there is social control over market 
mechanisms, albeit a “totalitarian” one. But, again, the question is 
not how they did it in China but how should we do it. The Chinese 
way is not the only effective way; it is not “objectively necessary” in 
the sense that, if you analyse all the data, it can only be done in the 
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Chinese way. The epidemic is not just a viral process; it is a process 
that takes place within certain economic, social, and ideological 
coordinates that are open to change. 

Now, as the twenty-first century moves forward, we live in a crazy 
time in which the hope that vaccines will work is met by a deepening 
depression, despair even, due to the growing number of infections and 
the almost daily discoveries of the new unknowns about the virus. In 
principle the answer to “What is to be done?” is easy here; we have 
the means and resources to restructure healthcare so that it serves the 
needs of the people in a time of crisis. However, to quote the last line 
of Bertolt Brecht’s “In Praise of Communism” from his play The 
Mother: “It is the simple thing that is so hard to do.”7 There are many 
obstacles that make the simple thing hardest to do — above all the 
global capitalist order and its ideological hegemony. Do we then need 
a new communism? Yes, but what I am tempted to call a moderately 
conservative communism: all the steps that are necessary, from global 
mobilization against viral threats and other threats to establishing 
procedures that will constrain market mechanisms and socialize the 
economy, but undertaken in a way that is conservative (in the sense 
of an effort to conserve the conditions of human life - and the paradox 
is that we will have to change things precisely to maintain these condi- 
tions) and moderate (in the sense of carefully taking into account 
unpredictable side effects of our measures). 

As Emmanuel Renault pointed out, the key marxian category that 
introduces class struggle into the very heart of the critique of political 
economy is that of so-called tendential laws, the laws that describe 
a necessary tendency in capitalist development, like the tendency of a 
falling profit rate. (As Renault noted, Theodor Adorno had already 
insisted on these dimensions of Marx’s concept of Tendenz which 
make it irreducible to a simple “trend.”®) Describing this “tendency,” 
Marx himself uses the term antagonism: the falling rate of profit is a 
tendency that encourages capitalists to heighten the exploitation of 
workers, and pushes workers to resist it, so that the outcome is not 
predetermined but depends on the struggle - in some welfare states, 
organized workers have forced capitalists to make considerable con- 
cessions. The communism I am speaking about is exactly such a 
tendency: reasons for it are obvious (we need global action to fight 
health and environmental threats; the economy will have to be some- 
how socialized, for instance), and we should read the reactions of 
global capitalism to the pandemic precisely as a set of reactions to the 
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communist tendency: the fake Great Reset, nationalist populism, 
solidarity reduced to empathy. 

So how - if it does — will the communist tendency prevail? A sad 
answer: only through repeated crises. Let’s be clear: the virus is atheist 
in the strongest sense of the term. Yes, we should analyse how the 
pandemic is socially conditioned, but it is basically a product of mean- 
ingless contingency; there is no “deeper message” in it (as they 
interpreted the plague as God’s punishment in Medieval times). Before 
choosing Virgil’s famous line, acheronta movebo (“I shall move the 
nether regions”), as the motto of his Interpretation of Dreams, Freud 
considered another candidate: Satan’s words from Milton’s Paradise 
Lost: “What reinforcement we may gain from Hope, / If not what reso- 
lution from despair.” If we cannot be strengthened by hope, if we are 
compelled to admit that our situation is hopeless, we should gain 
resolve from despair. This is how we, contemporary Satans who are 
destroying our earth, should react to viral and ecological threats: rather 
than look vainly for strength in some hope, we should accept that our 
situation is desperate and act resolutely upon that acceptance. 

To quote Greta Thunberg again: “Doing our best is no longer good 
enough. Now we need to do the seemingly impossible.” Futurology 
deals with what is possible; we need to do what is (from the standpoint 
of the existing global order) impossible. 
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